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Introduction 
 In May 1888, Vincent van Gogh traveled from his recently adopted residence in Arles to 
the Mediterranean village of Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, where he encountered a site of striking 
environmental and cultural differences. Stimulated by what he saw on this trip, the artist created 
a body of paintings and drawings depicting the town and its environs. While these works were 
once thought to have been produced entirely in situ, their chronology was much-revised by 
scholars in the twentieth century. The currently accepted understanding of these works offers a 
rich narrative in which Van Gogh revisited motifs initially observed directly from nature after he 
had returned to his home in Arles, making additional studio paintings and several series of 
drawings that he used in a sophisticated exchange of letters, utilizing both images and text, with 
others in his artistic circle. This chronology has often been explored for its role in the formal 
development of Van Gogh’s work, as the repetition and translation of motifs from one medium 
to another offer an opportunity to analyze stylistic and representational tactics in relative 
isolation. However, such an approach largely disregards the multivalent cultural context of 
Saintes-Maries and its impact on Van Gogh’s artistic process, which are what this thesis will 
examine.  
 The Saintes-Maries works have been seen as a watershed for Van Gogh, by both scholars 
of his work and indeed by the artist himself, who referred to the works resulting from this trip in 
those terms in his letters. This body of work has been most heavily studied within the context of 
the greater oeuvre Van Gogh produced during the summer of 1888, by scholars such as Mark 
Roskill, Jan Hulsker, and Ronald Pickvance, who each published important material on the 
subject in the 1970s and 1980s. Much writing on Van Gogh’s work earlier in the twentieth 
century was heavily laden with biographical details and interpretations based on a mythologized 
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narrative of the artist’s life and psyche, a problem which persists even today in both the popular 
discourse surrounding Van Gogh and among scholars.1 The overemphasis on biography was 
fueled in part by the published letters, through which Van Gogh’s own words were made 
available from an early date and in great quantity, and was also due in part to certain easily 
romanticized aspects of the artist’s personal story.2 In contrast to these analyses that were overly 
biographical in nature, Roskill, Hulsker, and Pickvance, among others, sought a more rigorous 
assessment focusing closely on the artworks themselves, and they utilized the letters mostly for 
limited purposes of chronology and dating; for specific mentions of materials, techniques, and 
subject matter in order to identify individual works; and for discussions of artistic themes or 
theories directly relating to the work Van Gogh produced.3 Their writings, along with the work 
of many other scholars, which will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2 of this thesis, were 
instrumental in expanding the accuracy and precision of the chronology of Van Gogh’s works of 
1888, and in examining the artist’s technique and style over this period, including the important 
interval during and after his visit to Saintes-Maries. 
 This shift in approach, scaling back the use of biographical detail, may have been one 
reason why evaluations of Van Gogh’s works of the summer of 1888, and especially of the 
———————————— 
1 William H. Robinson, “The Artist Versus the Legend: Repetitions and Madness,” in Van Gogh 
Repetitions, edited by Eliza E. Rathbone (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2013), 8. The 
introduction to Robinson’s essay explicitly states the intention to “balance the excessive emphasis on 
psycho-biography that permeates the literature,” attesting to the perception that, even well into the 
twenty-first century, this problem remains.  
2 Extracts of the letters were published in 1892, and the first compiled standard editions were published 
between 1911 and 1914. http://vangoghletters.org/vg/publications_1.html, accessed February 29, 2020.  
3 Griselda Pollock, “Agency and the Avant-Garde: Studies in Authorship and History by Way of Van 
Gogh,” in Avant-gardes and Partisans Reviewed (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996), 325–
6. Pollock described Pickvance’s approach as one where “stripping away all sense of biography and 
reverting only to chronology, the paintings and drawings stand entirely for themselves.” She also asserted 
that this method “address[es] aesthetic sensibility above all else, with no historical examination.” This 
characterization is perhaps somewhat overstated, since Pickvance’s 1984 book, for example, provides a 
succinct socio-historical overview of Arles, but Pollock’s words underscore how widely Pickvance 
diverged from earlier scholars.  
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influence the Saintes-Maries trip, have heavily relied on formal analysis. Study of the region’s 
significance to Van Gogh has focused on seemingly neutral, natural features of the landscape 
like the sea and sunlit sky rather than on the socio-historical context of the location and of the 
circumstances of the artist’s visit. This approach may also reflect the legacy of modernism as a 
scholarly framework for understanding the history of landscape painting. The works that Van 
Gogh made in and of Saintes-Maries, like most of the work he had been making in Arles, were 
primarily landscapes, including only the occasional incidental figure, despite his articulation of a 
desire to draw and paint figures made on the eve of his journey to the Camargue.4 The 
presumptive neutrality of landscape as a subject can suggest that paintings of landscape are 
equally neutral, devoid of narrative content and thus able to stand on merits of pure visual form, 
an interpretive framework that W.J.T. Mitchell associates with modernism. Mitchell describes 
“an attempt to read the history of landscape primarily on the basis of a history of landscape 
painting, and to narrativize that history as a progressive movement toward purification of the 
visual field,” and he calls this approach “‘contemplative’ because its aim is the evacuation of 
verbal, narrative, or historical elements and the presentation of an image designed for 
transcendental consciousness.”5 The desire of some twentieth-century scholars to disentangle the 
Van Gogh literature from the biographical narrative can be seen as following or even constituting 
part of the modernist trend to purge landscape of narrative associations that Mitchell describes.  
 The seemingly straightforward transformation from something an artist looks at to 
———————————— 
4 The day before he left for Saintes-Maries, Van Gogh wrote the following regarding his artistic 
intentions: “I think that I’ll suddenly make a furious attack on the figure, around which I’m currently 
circling as if I didn’t care about it, but all the same that’s actually exactly my goal.” Vincent to Arnold 
Koning, 29 or 30 May 1888, Letter 618, in Vincent van Gogh - The Letters, eds. Leo Jansen, Hans 
Luijten, and Nienke Bakker (Amsterdam and The Hague: Van Gogh Museum & Huygens ING, 2009, 
Version: December 2010), http://vangoghletters.org. 
5 W.J.T. Mitchell, Landscape and Power (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 1. 
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something an artist creates voids landscape’s neutrality. Indeed even the act of looking is not 
neutral, for in “landscape” viewers seek certain conventions that they have learned to value: the 
picturesque, the sublime, the Kodak moment. Thus in the act of looking as well as in the 
operation of painting, “landscape is a natural scene mediated by culture. It is both a represented 
and a presented space, both a signifier and a signified, both a frame and what a frame contains, 
both a real place and its simulacrum, both a package and the commodity inside the package.”6 It 
is thus important to examine the context in which landscape paintings are made. Certainly many 
scholars have applied this type of critical framework to Van Gogh’s work, as it is now a common 
methodology. Debora Silverman has extensively explored the impact of religion on Van Gogh’s 
oeuvre, Richard Thomson’s work on the artist’s Paris period is extremely rich in cultural 
analysis, and Griselda Pollock’s essay on Van Gogh’s relationship with the reality and myth of 
southern France engages with notions of national identity and orientalism.7 However, this 
approach has not been applied in depth to the Saintes-Maries work specifically.  
 The landscape of Saintes-Maries cannot be severed from the social space that occupied it; 
Van Gogh’s representations cannot be regarded as if he viewed the presentation of the landscape 
as a formal tableau divorced from human existence. It is crucial to reflect on how the cultural 
identity of Saintes-Maries shaped its landscape, and how Van Gogh observed, understood, and 
adapted that landscape in his paintings and drawings. The village was home to subsistence 
fishermen who likely reminded Van Gogh of the coastal Dutch communities he knew from his 
———————————— 
6 Mitchell, Landscape and Power, 2. 
7 see Debora L. Silverman, Van Gogh and Gauguin: The Search for Sacred Art (New York: Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, 2000); Richard Thomson, “The Cultural Geography of the Petit Boulevard,” in Vincent van 
Gogh and the Painters of the Petit Boulevard, ed. Cornelia Homburg (Saint Louis Art Museum, 2001), 
and “Van Gogh in Paris: The Fortifications Drawings of 1887,” Jong Holland 3, no. 3 (1987); and 
Griselda Pollock, “On Not Seeing Provence: Van Gogh and the Landscape of Consolation, 1888–9,” in 
Framing France: The Representation of Landscape in France, 1870–1914, ed. Richard Thompson 
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1998). 
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youth, but it also teemed with wild and independent cowherds who tamed the black bulls and 
white horses native to the Rhône delta, featured in traditional entertainment spectacles held in 
arenas across Provence. In contrast to the austere visual and cultural traditions of Van Gogh’s 
Dutch Reformed Protestant faith were both the medieval fortress church, towering over the town 
as a reminder of the mystical antiquity of French Catholicism, and the independent, nomadic 
Romani population whose religious pilgrimage to the area functioned outside of mainstream 
Catholicism. These four constituents of the community—fishermen, ranchers, the Catholic 
church, and Romani pilgrims—were aspects of the visual fabric of Saintes-Maries that were as 
important as the land and sea, and the built elements they added to the environment shaped the 
landscapes that Van Gogh saw and those he created.  
 Each of these four entities were present in the Saintes-Maries that Van Gogh visited in 
the summer of 1888, and this thesis will examine their presence in, or absence from, the artworks 
that Van Gogh produced depicting the area. His paintings and drawings of the landscape must be 
viewed with these elements in mind, and with a critical analysis of how the visual renderings of 
the physical space of Saintes-Maries synthesize, reveal, and/or conceal this context. Malcolm 
Andrews has written that “a ‘landscape,’ cultivated or wild, is already artifice before it has 
become the subject of a work of art. Even when we simply look we are already shaping and 
interpreting… it is not the formal making of an artistic record of the view that has constituted the 
land as landscape.”8 The “landscape” of Saintes-Maries—the “landscape” upon which Van Gogh 
gazed when making his paintings and drawings there—already contained traces of those four 
socio-historical elements.  
 Robert Zaretsky, writing about the Camargue, specifically about its literary depictions, 
———————————— 
8 Malcolm Andrews, Landscape and Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 1. 
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said that “the construction of nature is the work, sometimes knowing, sometimes unwitting, of 
human beings. Landscapes do not impose themselves, brute and unmediated; instead, they 
inhabit the frontier between culture and nature.”9 He continued by discussing the fallacy of 
thinking that landscape is natural rather than conventional, and proposed that writing about or 
painting landscape serves “to produce an art that conceals its own artifice.”10 This thesis will 
explore how Van Gogh, in depicting motifs he found in Saintes-Maries, produced paintings and 
drawings that contain this type of artifice, depicting some of the specific elements that constitute 
the town’s individual identity while simultaneously suppressing or universalizing significant 
aspects of that same identity. It is possible to uncover evidence of each of the four socio-
historical elements described above in the Saintes-Maries work, but to a large extent their 
presence is not overtly depicted, whether they were deliberately concealed, or whether Van Gogh 
unconsciously reflected preconceived notions about what he would find in the seaside town.  
———————————— 
9 Robert Zaretsky, Cock and Bull Stories: Folco De Baroncelli and the Invention of the Camargue 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2008), 9. 
10 Zaretsky, Cock and Bull Stories, 9, quoting Mitchell, Landscape and Power, 16. 
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Chapter 1. Van Gogh and Saintes-Maries in 1888 
 Vincent van Gogh could be more accurately described as an itinerant than a traveler. He 
rarely spent more than a couple of years in any one place, and in that sense his “travel” was not 
tourism or vacationing but relocation or change of residency.11 In the extensive correspondence 
the artist left behind, preserved by the conscientious prescience of his sister-in-law Johanna van 
Gogh-Bonger, he wrote often of potential travels to exotic or faraway locales, plans that for the 
most part never came to fruition, whether due to lack of funds, time, will, or a combination of 
these factors. However, some of the short excursions Van Gogh did complete, such as trips to the 
seaside village of Scheveningen while he lived in The Hague, and to the suburb of Asnières, less 
than a day’s travel from his Paris apartment, resulted in explorations in painting and drawing that 
were significant expansions of his oeuvre. An excursion that occurred at a particularly fruitful 
point in Van Gogh’s career, which resulted in the pivotal body of work on which this study will 
focus, was a five-day trip to the Mediterranean village of Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer in the 
summer of 1888.  
 After trying his hand at both selling art (the profession of his brother and one of his 
uncles) and a variety of preaching and missionary pursuits (following the path of his father, a 
minister in the Dutch Reformed Church), Van Gogh had settled on making art himself, first in 
The Hague, then Antwerp and Paris, after which he finally moved to Arles in southern France in 
early 1888. His early work was informed by his passionate interest in the art of past masters as 
———————————— 
11 Robert Herbert made a distinction between two types of pleasure traveler, the “tourist,” who generally 
came from some distance abroad, staying for a few days in order to observe the local sights and 
monuments, and the “vacationer,” who “settled into the resort for one or more weeks, some for the whole 
bathing season.” The latter might hail from towns quite nearby the vacationing destination. Despite 
differences between the two categories, both are short-term visitors with a specific end point to their visit. 
Robert Herbert, Monet on the Normandy Coast: Tourism and Painting, 1867–1886 (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1994), 2. 
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well as popular imagery from illustrators, and he learned how to paint and draw as much through 
observation of those pictorial models and from drawing manuals as from friendships and lessons 
from artists of regional renown with whom he associated. Influenced by his own experience with 
missionary work and the morals of his Protestant upbringing, he was particularly interested in 
depicting the human figure and what he envisaged as the noble reality of the lives of the working 
poor. However, at the same time he displayed a keen interest in landscape and an inventive sense 
of composition and spatial organization.  
 Moving to Antwerp and then Paris allowed Van Gogh to obtain more traditional 
academic training, which he absorbed but also rejected, and provided him much greater exposure 
to original artworks by past and recent masters. He visited the museums of these big cities, and 
also interacted directly with an international contemporary art scene that included mainstream 
painters of the official Salon, the avant-garde but very in-vogue Impressionists, and the up-and-
coming generation of new artists who would constitute what came after Impressionism: the 
cloisonnists, pointillists, etc. Encountering an onslaught of both new and modern artists and more 
rigorous traditional training, as well as increasing his exposure to the politics and demands of a 
faster-paced and higher-stakes version of the commercial art world, resulted in changes to Van 
Gogh’s approach to art-making that were technical, stylistic, conceptual, and existential. He 
experimented with new genres that had previously been of little interest to him, like still-lifes and 
self-portraits; altered his color palette and brushstroke, utilizing lighter, brighter, and more varied 
color schemes; and explored subject matter such as suburban landscapes and city scenes which 
coincided with the interests of his new Parisian colleagues, moving away from themes like 
agrarian workers and rural peasants that had less relevance in his new circles.  
 After moving to Arles, Van Gogh was positioned to reflect independently on his 
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experiences in Paris and fuse those lessons with his foundational ideals to achieve his goal of 
creating modern art that expressed his own aesthetic and moral point of view. The paintings and 
drawings he made in the winter and spring of 1888 represent the beginnings of a synthesis of 
Van Gogh’s interest in depicting a landscape occupied and worked by a specific group of local 
people and the stylistic methods of perspective, color, and composition that he had developed in 
the Netherlands and Paris. One of his best known groups of work from this period takes a canal 
and bridge just outside of the town of Arles as its subject [fig. 1]; Debora Silverman argues that 
this is an example of Van Gogh working on a “comprehensive unit—a series project,” not 
merely repeating the image of the bridge over and over but exploring its physical form from 
every angle and capturing different people interacting with it in different ways.12 In fact, much of 
Van Gogh’s work produced between February and May 1888 belongs to groupings that could be 
seen similarly as serial explorations, including about twenty works depicting orchards, a group of 
small drawings in and around the town of Arles, and a group of drawings made around and of the 
abandoned abbey of Montmajour.13 Although he sought to establish a permanent residence in 
Arles, he often wrote of his interest in traveling around the region and especially further south, to 
Marseille and even Africa.14 However, Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer would be as far afield as he 
ended up actually going.  
 Saintes-Maries lies about forty kilometers southwest of Arles, in an area known as the 
Camargue, which is a triangular delta formed between two branches of the Rhône after the Petit 
Rhône splits from the main river just north of Arles [fig. 2]. This region, essentially an island, 
———————————— 
12 Silverman, Van Gogh and Gauguin, 75. 
13 Jan Hulsker, The Complete Van Gogh: Paintings, Drawings, Sketches (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 
Inc., 1980), 309–325.  
14 Van Gogh mentioned plans to go the Marseille in nine letters between February and May 1888, and 
mentioned Africa four times in letters from June 1888.  
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was isolated by the rivers and relied upon Arles for any goods and services that could not be 
produced locally, and although the journey was over difficult terrain and took a half a day in the 
nineteenth century, transport by diligence (stagecoach) was available daily [fig. 3].15 As a result 
there was a great deal of interaction between the two areas, and wealthier families would often 
maintain a house in Arles so they could stay the weekend, both because of the difficulty of 
making the long journey and back in one day, but also to partake of the entertainment and 
commercial offerings of the comparatively large town. A railway line would be put in very early 
in the twentieth century, but in 1888, the daily diligence was the only option available to Van 
Gogh.16  
 The unusual environmental conditions in Saintes-Maries were defined by the flux of the 
waters that surround the Camargue on all three sides, and, not unlike Van Gogh’s Dutch 
homeland, the delta was shaped by both natural features and man-made interventions in the 
landscape. While the Rhône is fueled by the Alps and flows steeply, swiftly, and deeply from 
Lyon to Arles, the lower section of the river is shallow, wide, and slow-moving, and its path was 
once constantly shifting, resulting in deposits of alluvial silt over the entire delta.17 The weak, 
irregular current of the rivers could not overcome the strong winds common in the region; these 
winds contributed to the shifting of the riverbeds and also brought seawater flooding from the 
coast upriver.18 The transpositions of the river’s path resulted in a type of mostly freshwater 
———————————— 
15 Van Gogh said, “You go by diligence, it’s 50 kilometers from here.” Vincent to Theo, 29 or 30 May 
1888, Letter 617, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. The longer distance Van Gogh cites 
probably refers to the roundabout land route the carriages took in the nineteenth century, rather than 
representing an error or poor approximation on the artist’s part, since another source from the period also 
says that it is 30 miles (48.3km) across the Camargue by road from Arles to Saintes-Maries. Joseph and 
Elizabeth Robins Pennell, Play in Provence (New York: The Century Co., 1892), 175. 
16 Carol Dix, The Camargue (London: Victor Gollancz, 1975), 30. 
17 E. E. Benest, Inland Waterways of France (London: Imray, Laurie, Norie & Wilson, 1956), 135–9, and 
Dix, The Camargue, 72. 
18 Dix, The Camargue, 59 and 62. 
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islets called theys, which were formed by banks created and left behind by the river when 
temporarily widened by flooding.19 Another type of water feature are etangs, which are salty 
lakes formed when deposits of earth at the mouth of the river become so substantial that it 
changes course and finds a new outlet to the sea; this leaves behind a barrier with a freshwater 
lagoon behind it which is soon breached by tides and high winds and turns into a semi-saline 
etang.20 Thus in the Camargue there is a constant change in whether an area is dry land, slow-
moving river or stream, or standing pool, and bodies of water may be freshwater, saline, or a 
mixture of the two.  
 As far back as the late 2nd century BC, occupants of this area sought to tame the 
unpredictable land and water in order to make the delta more habitable. Under Gaius Marius, the 
Romans built a canal from Arles to the port of Fos that ran west of the Rhône, bypassing the 
river and delta with a waterway that was reliable for trade and military purposes.21 During the 
Middle Ages, the etangs and theys that are common to the Camargue were also present 
throughout the wider surrounding area, perhaps as far north as Tarascon, until the Abbé of 
Montmajour began to drain them in the 13th century. This project was completed by the Dutch 
engineer Jean van Enz with a series of canals and dikes in 1640, which allowed the growth of 
agriculture in the area around Arles, particularly to its north and west.22 Between 1711 and 1720, 
embankments were constructed, directing the Rhône into the branches of Grand Rhône and Petit 
———————————— 
19 Benest, Inland Waterways of France, 139, and Sabine Baring-Gould and James E. Rogers, In 
Troubadourland: A Ramble in Provence and Languedoc (London: W.H. Allen, 1891), 181. 
20 Baring-Gould, In Troubadourland, 181–2. 
21 The Canal d’Arles au Bouc, still in use today, was built in 1842 and follows roughly the same route as 
the Roman-era canal. Richard Joel Russell, “Geomorphology of the Rhône Delta,” Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 32, no. 2 (1942): 193. 
22 Russell, “Geomorphology of the Rhône Delta,” 208, and Sylvie Rebuttini, “La Roubine du Roi,” 
accessed February 5, 2020, http://www.patrimoine.ville-arles.fr/document/roubine-roi-canal-arles-
rebuttini.pdf. 
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Rhône; at the same time the seafront of the Camargue was also embanked, but this effort was 
less successful and flooding from the sea continued.23 In the great storms and flooding of 1856, 
an ocean surge of twenty kilometers inundated the Camargue, at which point the state built a 
substantial dike, the Digue de la Mer, across forty-five kilometers of the sea front, and reinforced 
the embankments of both branches of the Rhône, which prevented its course from wandering and 
ceased flooding in the Camargue from both sources.24  
 There were three main economic forces present in Saintes-Maries in the nineteenth 
century, and the strength of each was tied directly to the town’s geography and/or ecology. These 
three were fishing; cattle and horse ranching, which flourished due to their role in the local 
variation on bull fighting called the course libre; and the Catholic church, whose profile visually 
dominated the small town and whose substantial influx of pilgrims provided a significant boost 
to the town’s businesses. Alternative livelihoods to farming were necessary because the amount 
of salt in the soil in the Camargue near the coast severely limited the fertility of the land, and the 
dry heat of the summer likewise made sustaining anything beyond marsh reeds and scrub brush 
impossible.25 Thus while on the whole farming flourished in Provence, “he who is not fortunate 
enough to live near the Rhône, from which he can draw fresh water, must therefore concentrate 
on other things than cultivating the soil.”26 Since the town was located directly on the 
Mediterranean, fishing was a natural alternative source of sustenance to growing food, and 
———————————— 
23 Dix, The Camargue, 77, and Baring-Gould, In Troubadourland, 182 
24 Problems have continued however; by 1930 there were concerns that the entire marsh was drying up, 
with all replenishment of the smaller streams, lakes, and pools closed off. Irrigation canals and a pumping 
system were put in, but now with sea levels rising the threat of ocean flooding has returned as a 
possibility. Dix, The Camargue, 78.  
25 Mona Caird, Romantic Cities of Provence (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1906), 389, and Dix, 
The Camargue, 60.  
26 Michel Droit, Camargue (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1963), 17. 
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fishing families were one constant element of the town’s demographic through the centuries.27  
 Alongside the plentiful fish in the sea, the Camargue’s land, cut off from the rest of 
Provence by rivers, sustains a unique mix of native fauna which have adapted to the unusual 
geological and climatic ecosystem. Particularly notable species are pink flamingos, found 
nowhere else in Europe but on the delta, and distinctive breeds of white horses and black bulls, 
which have likely existed in wild herds there for millennia.28 While the salty alluvial plains 
covered with low, rough grasslands were hostile to planted crops, they were ideal for grazing. 
The ranchers who tamed and bred the livestock, called gardiens, were established as a formal 
profession by the Antique Confrèrie des Gardians de Taureaux et de Chevaux de Camargue, 
founded in 1512 [fig. 4].29 In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the owners of the ranches, 
known as mandiers consolidated their landholdings and built large country houses called mas, 
employing gardiens who built traditional reed huts called cabanes at the edges of the marshes in 
order to live among the herds.30 They bred the bulls and horses for a variety of reasons, but the 
primary purpose by the nineteenth century was participation in the course libre. An event full of 
traditional ceremony, the course libre is often likened to Spanish bull fighting but is more akin to 
American rodeo, with a focus on displaying and selling the livestock and celebrating the skill of 
the gardiens and the bravery (or foolhardiness) of local impresarios through a variety of contests 
and demonstrations. These courses took place in small towns like Saintes-Maries itself and 
throughout the region of Provence, and still have a substantial presence in the Camargue today 
[see figs. 31–34]. 
———————————— 
27 Dix, The Camargue, 87. 
28 Droit, Camargue, 49. 
29 Dix, The Camargue, 106–7. 
30 A shift in land ownership and use may have been precipitated by the embankment of the Rhône around 
1711, which created a stable path for the river and some of its subsidiaries and provided reliable irrigation 
that allowed crop cultivation in the upper sections of the delta. Dix, The Camargue, 30–1 and 87–8. 
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 If the environment of Saintes-Maries and its surrounding area limited its productive 
industries largely to fishing and ranching, a third factor that was important to the historical 
establishment of settlement in the area, and which continued to impact the town both directly and 
indirectly in the nineteenth century, was the Catholic church. The mythological founding of 
Saintes-Maries was central to the narrative of France’s Christian history, and the location became 
the site of a series of religious foundations that have been critical aspects of the town’s identity 
through to the present day. The legend states that in the first century, following the crucifixion, 
Mary Magdalene, Mary Jacobé (sister of the Virgin Mary), and Mary Salomé (mother of the 
apostles James and John) left Jerusalem by boat, along with Martha, Lazarus, and their servant 
Sara, and landed on this spot on the coast of the Rhône delta, having been without oars or sails 
and thus divinely navigated.31 The area contained a Greek fortification, where the Marys 
ostensibly built a small church, said to be the first Christian community in France, from which 
the sect spread throughout Provence and all of Gaul.32 The original church on this site was 
destroyed by the Saracens in the ninth century, and the current church was built in the 
Romanesque style in the second half of the twelfth century, which was further fortified by raising 
the walls to a greater height in the fourteenth century. In 1448 King René of Provence conducted 
excavations of the site of the early church and found what he claimed were the bones of Mary 
Jacobé and Mary Salomé, as well as part of their altar. To house the relics, René extended the 
length of the nave and added a crypt and a raised chapel over the choir [see fig. 39].33  
———————————— 
31 Dix, The Camargue, 91, and Droit, Camargue, 19. This story is also mentioned in nineteenth-century 
sources including travel accounts like Alexandre Dumas, Pictures of Travel in the South of France 
(London, Offices of the National Illustrated Library, c. 1851), 233, and guide books like Karl Baedeker, 
Southern France, Including Corsica: Handbook for Travellers (London: Karl Baedeker, Publisher, 1902), 
442. Accessed February 5, 2020. https://archive.org/details/01820163.5270.emory.edu/page/n589. 
32 Dix, The Camargue, 92. 
33 Peter Strafford, Romanesque Churches of France: A Traveller’s Guide (London: Giles de la Mare, 
2005), 300–303. 
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 The church from the start had an important social function within the town, as the highly 
vulnerable site had need for defense; with the appearance and functionality of a castle, town 
inhabitants used the building to take refuge from pirates and other threats.34 The legend of the 
Marys’ arrival by boat appealed to the fishermen of the village, and the town was initially known 
as Notre-Dame-de-Ratis (Madonna of the boat), with the current name of Saintes-Maries-de-la-
Mer only starting to be used in 1838.35 Images of the Saints, whether sculptural or painted, 
nearly always show them paired in their boat [see fig. 38], aligning the identity of the town’s 
saintly protectors with the livelihood and lifestyles of its inhabitants. In addition to its local 
adherents, the cult and site of Saintes-Maries is of great importance to the Romani people, whose 
patron saint is Sara, the servant who had accompanied the Marys by boat. The largest of the 
saint-day celebrations held annually by the church on May 24–25 is perhaps most notable for its 
vast festival gathering of Romanis from around Europe.36 The oldest reference to the Romani 
pilgrimage to Saintes-Maries dates from 1855, but it was so extensive by that point that it must 
have been established quite a bit earlier.37 While surely some tensions arose from such a large 
number of outsiders encamping in the small town, and from the cultural differences between the 
pilgrims and the locals, the benefits of increased economic activity resulting from the pilgrimage 
were welcome in the isolated, often struggling seaside town.38  
 This was the place Van Gogh visited: situated in a desolate marshland on the 
Mediterranean, populated by fishing families, wealthy land and livestock owners, and the 
slightly renegade but also highly traditional herders who cared for animals unique and native to 
———————————— 
34 Strafford, Romanesque Churches of France, 300. 
35 Dix, The Camargue, 92. 
36 Dix, The Camargue, 18. 
37 Eric Wiley, “Romani Performance and Heritage Tourism: The Pilgrimage of the Gypsies at Les 
Saintes-Maries-De-La-Mer,” TDR 49, no. 2 (2005): 136. 
38 Wiley, “Romani Performance and Heritage Tourism,” 138. 
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this area, and built around an ancient religious foundation that attracted a highly transitory ethnic 
group considered to be outsiders set apart from all of Europe’s national identities. How did Van 
Gogh decide to visit Saintes-Maries, and what did he know of this place before his trip? Since 
the earliest days following his arrival in Arles, Van Gogh had written about his desire to visit the 
Mediterranean, to see and paint the sea, which he had not done since he lived in the Netherlands 
and England. However, as Ronald Pickvance noted in his 1984 monograph—which was 
groundbreaking in establishing what is now considered by most to be the definitive timeline of 
Van Gogh’s travels in Saintes-Maries and the dating of the work made surrounding it—the first 
time Van Gogh referenced the town and his interest in visiting it was in a letter from May 28.39 
Pickvance remarked that this directly followed the May 24–25 pilgrimage and so he concluded 
that the activities in Arles related to the festival, such as expanded carriage schedules and 
reduced fares, are what attracted Van Gogh’s attention, implying that the artist may not have 
even been aware of the town prior to this. However, while the occurrence of the festival may 
have spurred Van Gogh to action, there is other evidence that Van Gogh’s knowledge of the 
Camargue and its culture predated his travels by a larger margin.  
 While the Camargue was a small, remote, and not particularly popular destination in the 
late-nineteenth century, there are nonetheless many literary sources from the period that describe 
the area, and Van Gogh was a voracious reader. A literary movement that started in the 1850s, 
known as the “Provençal Renaissance,” sought to promote local languages, dialects, and 
customs. Leading proponent Frederic Mistral, followed by residents of the Camargue including 
rancher-writer Folco de Baroncelli-Javon and poet Joseph D’Arbaud, encouraged the celebration 
of specific cultural expressions of the region in not only literature but in dress, religion, lifestyle, 
———————————— 
39 Ronald Pickvance, Van Gogh in Arles (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1984), 83. 
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livelihood, and sport.40 A reaction to Republican France’s emphasis on a single national 
character, this sort of regionalism was itself celebrated throughout France by non-locals as well, 
with travel accounts and memoirs describing the unique and specific features of the peoples and 
places of areas like the Camargue.41 A dramatic increase in tourism had been made possible by 
advances in transportation, and both interest in and production of travel literature increased as a 
result. A well-known example of a piece of literature set in the Camargue is the final chapter of 
Alphonse Daudet’s collection of stories and essays Letters from my Windmill, published in 1869. 
There is no definitive record of Van Gogh having read this particular work, but he read Daudet 
widely and mentioned the author’s writings frequently, so it is certainly possible that he read this 
or another similar account, or was aware of the tropes and standard characterizations of the area 
which tended to permeate the genre.42  
 Secondly, while the additional transportation options surrounding the pilgrimage to 
Saintes-Maries may have drawn Van Gogh’s attention to the town’s existence, there was a 
pilgrimage of sorts in the reverse direction that would have been equally if not more notable to 
someone living in Arles at the time. Every April, on the Day of the Gardiens, the cowherds 
brought their courses of bulls from the Camargue charging into Arles. Parading on horseback 
with tridents and standards, the Camarguais lined the Boulevard des Lices with groups of 
Arlésiennes in traditional costume, gathering in the Notre-Dame-de-la-Major church for a mass 
and then holding bovine competitions and equestrian demonstrations in the arena.43 Many 
———————————— 
40 Dix, The Camargue, 88, 111, and 136. 
41 Examples include Alexandre Dumas’s Pictures of Travel in the South of France (1851), Stendhal’s 
Memoirs of a Tourist (1837), and Henry James’s A Little Tour in France (1884). 
42 Debora L. Silverman, “Framing Art and Sacred Realism: Van Gogh’s Ways of Seeing Arles,” Van 
Gogh Museum Journal (2001): 45. 
43 Frederic Mistral, “The Immaculate Arlésiennes,” in Voices from France: Ten Stories by French Nobel 
Prize Winners, ed. Miriam Morton (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1969), 209, and Droit, Camargue, 35–
6. This procession is also described in Pennell, Play in Provence, 48–49 and 53–66. 
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scholars have noted that Van Gogh paid little attention to either the local Catholic institutions 
and sites or the Roman ruins or activities of the arena.44 However, he did show interest in the 
traditional Arlésienne through depictions in his art as well as mentions in his letters, so a 
spectacle like the Day of the Gardiens seems like one that would have attracted his notice, and 
indeed contemporary descriptions make it sound like the festival would have been difficult to 
ignore. Van Gogh did paint one small, rather sketchy study of the arena in Arles, filled with 
spectators in colorful dress watching the action below [fig. 5]. While this is typically dated in 
November or December of 1888, under the assumption that its sketchy nature indicates that it 
was done from memory or imagination rather than drawn from an observed motif, a method of 
working that Gauguin encouraged during his stay in Arles at that time, that dating is far from 
certain.45 It is possible that the picture dates from the spring of 1888, maybe even from the Day 
of the Gardien festival itself, and indicates Van Gogh’s awareness of and interest in the French 
bull games that were held in the arena in Arles.  
 Knowing at least a bit about the town, Van Gogh wrote to his brother Theo on May 28 
simply saying “I plan to make an excursion to Saintes-Maries, to see the Mediterranean at last.”46 
He departed on a morning diligence, on May 30 or 31, arriving in the afternoon of that same 
day.47 The purpose of the visit was to make art; Van Gogh hoped to, and did, create paintings 
———————————— 
44 Silverman, “Framing Art and Sacred Realism,” 46–7. Silverman goes so far as to say the artists was 
“repelled by Arles’s medieval and Roman culture.” 
45 Jan Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh: Paintings, Drawings, Sketches: Revised and Enlarged 
Edition of the Catalogue Raisonné of the Works of Vincent van Gogh (Philadelphia: John Benjamins Pub. 
Co, 1996), 378. Hulsker dates the painting as December 1888, but, in reference to this painting and 
another showing the interior of a dance hall (F 547) says “exact dating is impossible.” His reason for 
giving the paintings this speculative date is that depictions of large groups of people are so far from the 
norm in Van Gogh’s oeuvre that it suggests an outside influence, one that Hulsker supposes could be 
Bernard’s painting of Breton women, which Gauguin brought with him to Arles that autumn. 
46 Vincent to Theo, 28 May 1888, Letter 615, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
47 Pickvance, Van Gogh in Arles, 83. 
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and drawings depicting what he found in this new area. Although it was nearby, and they shared 
certain common Provençal features, Saintes-Maries differed geographically, visually, and 
culturally from Arles. Therefore, examining the town, its surroundings, and its people as Van 
Gogh encountered them will be an integral part of understanding the work he made there.  
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Chapter 2. Saintes-Maries as Motif: Defining the Body of Work 
 We know that Van Gogh went to Saintes-Maries because of the works he made there, but 
also because of accounts of his trip in his letters. His correspondence includes statements of his 
plans to travel to Saintes-Maries, one letter written to his brother from the town itself, and 
several descriptions of the place and the works he made there after the fact. The first part of this 
chapter will describe the chronology of Van Gogh’s travel and production of artworks following 
the most commonly accepted timeline for Van Gogh’s work, both written and artistic, as 
delineated in the 1996 catalogue raisonné by Jan Hulsker and the 2009 edition of the artist’s 
letters.48 This narrative, however, was constructed slowly over the course of the twentieth 
century, and the revisions have been dramatic. Therefore, the second part of the chapter will 
enumerate the historiographic processes by which the current chronology was uncovered. 
Untangling the chronology, not only for Saintes-Maries but for the entire summer of 1888, was 
crucial for a thorough understanding of Van Gogh’s work, but because this task often involved 
stylistically comparing works of different subject matter, the context of the Saintes-Maries works 
and their importance as landscapes depicting a specific place has often been overlooked. 
Examining the chronology in some detail will allow this thesis to compare drawings and 
paintings depicting the same subject matter, motif, or theme at different times, including the 
difference between Van Gogh’s representation of an observed motif versus a remembered one.  
 Van Gogh brought paper as well as canvases to Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, with the 
express goal of observing the sea and making drawings in addition to paintings, and he did 
indeed produce a substantial number of works on site in a mere handful of days.49 Because of his 
———————————— 
48 Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, and Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
49 “I’m taking two canvases but I’m a little afraid there could be too much wind to paint. I’m taking 
everything I need to draw, especially.” Vincent to Theo, 29 or 30 May 1888, Letter 617, in Jansen, 
Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
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customary preference for making compositions from a directly observed motif, it might be 
assumed that the end of his stay was also the end of the work addressing the subject. Although he 
did sometimes make preliminary drawings or paintings and then work out final paintings in the 
studio, he usually did so more or less immediately, and not after the fact, when he was without 
access to the original location. His own enthusiasm for continuing to make work depicting 
Saintes-Maries was apparent even as he departed, since he professed plans to return to the village 
almost as soon as he had gotten back to Arles, although he never managed a second visit.50 
While he would not return to the town of Saintes-Maries, he did return to Saintes-Maries as 
subject matter again and again over the course of the summer of 1888, resulting in a complex 
group of works that document, repeat, and synthesize the aesthetic ideas and inspirations he 
found on his excursion to the Camargue. 
 Despite Van Gogh’s reiteration just before his departure of a goal of painting more 
figures, all of the works made in Saintes-Maries are landscapes or townscapes, in that they depict 
relatively large-scale outdoor spaces and include only small, incidental figures, if any. Among 
his first efforts were a drawing and a painting of the town’s center from a distance—its skyline, 
if the word can be used to describe an image of such a small town [figs. 6 and 7]. Both are 
ambitious works with a high degree of detail and finish; they are nearly the same size, and 
neither appears to be the model or a study for the other because each contains unique details.51 
The focus of these works is Saintes-Maries’s church, whose distinctive, crenellated shape towers 
———————————— 
50 “If you send me the next letter by Sunday morning, I’ll probably go off to Saintes-Maries again at 1 
o’clock that day and spend the week there.” Vincent to Theo, 5 or 6 June 1888, Letter 621, in Jansen, 
Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
51 Jan Hulsker asserted that “there is no way of knowing which of the two was made first,” and that “each 
is a work of art in its own right.” Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, 320. 
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over the painting, just off-center, and makes the works instantly recognizable as depictions of 
this specific town.  
 Both townscapes include a row of small structures in the middle ground; with low, 
thatched roofs, these are the cabanes of the gardiens, lining the edge of an open field at the 
outskirts of the town. The small traditional huts feature prominently as a motif in many of the 
drawings Van Gogh made while staying in the village, and in fact they dominate his on-location 
drawing practice. In addition to the full-sheet drawing of the town [see fig. 6], Van Gogh made 
seven or eight half-sheet drawings, and all but two are depictions of the cabanes [figs. 8–14]. As 
with many of the drawings he had been making since his arrival in southern France, Van Gogh 
used a reed pen, which he cut himself from the reeds that grew strong in the marshes of the area 
surrounding Arles, and he drew these cabanes from the motif quite quickly, leaving large areas 
of the paper empty and the strokes of his pen exposed.52 Some of the drawings show the small 
houses close up, almost like portraits [figs. 8 and 9]. Others show a larger number of houses 
together, often including a street or another element that organizes the composition with a strong 
diagonal [figs. 10–13].  
 Van Gogh arrived in Saintes-Maries hoping to precipitate changes in his approach to 
drawing, so he explored quite a wide variety of styles and techniques even as he repeated similar 
subject matter. For example, he later described the drawings he had made in Saintes-Maries by 
saying that some of the hut drawings were very “harsh [durs]” while others were “more carefully 
drawn [soignés],”53 and one pair in particular epitomizes that contrast [figs. 8 and 9].54 Street in 
———————————— 
52 Colta Ives, Susan Alyson Stein, Sjraar van Heugten, and Marije Vellekoop, Vincent Van Gogh: The 
Drawings (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2005), 146. 
53 Vincent to Theo, 5 June 1888, Letter 620, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
54 Ives, Stein, Heugten, and Vellekoop, The Drawings, 166; Klaus A. Schröder and Martin Bailey, ed., 
Van Gogh: Heartfelt Lines (Cologne: DuMont, 2008), 266; and Ronald Pickvance, Van Gogh (Martigny, 
Switzerland: Fondation Pierre Gianadda, 2000), 301. 
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Saintes-Maries [fig. 10] is the most geometrically structured drawing, with a solid line of 
cabanes at the left of the paper and a straight, powerful diagonal leading down the center, while 
Row of Cottages in Saintes-Maries [fig. 11] and Cottages in Saintes-Maries [fig. 12] are far less 
tightly constructed. Before departing for Saintes-Maries, Van Gogh had written to his brother 
that he was bringing plenty of supplies to do a lot of drawing, and his intention was “to arrive at 
a more deliberate and exaggerated way of drawing.”55 Those two dictates may sound opposed to 
one another, since exaggeration might be associated with quick, expressionistic exuberance, 
while deliberateness connotes careful, conscientious tidiness. However, I would propose that 
Van Gogh sought an intuitive, but highly intentional method that was specifically in opposition 
to the manner he had previously used when drawing.  
 Since first seriously applying himself to drawing in The Hague nearly a decade earlier, 
Van Gogh had used a device called a perspective frame to assist in composing his work. The 
perspective frame was an open wooden rectangle with strings bisecting it vertically, horizontally, 
and/or diagonally; looking through the frame can help with placement and sizing of viewed 
motifs in order to transpose a three-dimensional view onto a flat canvas or paper. Van Gogh may 
have begun to feel that this method was too rote, that his own freedom of deliberation was 
removed from the equation when he used this ostensibly objective tool to calculate placement of 
various objects, and therefore the “deliberate” quality he sought could refer to a freer 
determination over the spatial configuration of his drawings. Indeed he did not use the 
perspective frame for his drawings in Saintes-Maries, and he later marveled at how quickly he 
was able to compose them.56 Rather than unthinkingly drawing according to the perspective 
———————————— 
55 Vincent to Theo, 29 or 30 May 1888, Letter 617, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
56 “Tell me, in Paris would I have drawn in an hour the drawing of the boats? Not even with the frame.” 
Vincent to Theo, 5 June 1888, Letter 620, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
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frame, Van Gogh experimented with different, purposeful treatments of the diagonal formed by a 
row of cottages: a structured, compressed version [fig. 10], and some looser, slightly distorted 
versions [figs. 11 and 12], and then yet another type of treatment in View of Saintes-Maries with 
Cemetery [fig. 13]. Repeating the foreground structure of his townscapes, with furrows receding 
in converging diagonals, in the latter example those diagonals constitute the majority of the 
drawing, with the huts and a distant cemetery crowded out by these insistent linear forms.  
 The attention Van Gogh paid to Saintes-Maries’s cabanes is similar to his serial 
exploration of the Langlois Bridge, and he extended his experimentation even further, to his own 
stylistic choices regarding the portrayal of these small houses. As we will see, he would continue 
to repeat this motif in both paintings and drawings even weeks and months after leaving Saintes-
Maries. Thus, unlike the Langlois Bridge, where the series focused on changes to a motif that he 
observed in real time in the world around him, the cabanes series is one where he explored how 
he could change the motif within the artwork and internal to his own process. While with the 
Langlois Bridge, Van Gogh probably returned to the motif directly for each new view, the later 
repetitions of the cabane imagery refer back to an existing drawing rather than a new observation 
of the motif, creating a chain of extrapolations on a theme relating to one another, not a series of 
equal new attempts. If the Langlois Bridge pictures are like a group of siblings, all equally 
related to their parent motif, the Saintes-Maries works are like a multi-generational family 
consisting of grandparents, parents, and children. 
 In addition to the painting of the townscape, Van Gogh had brought two other canvases 
with him and on these he painted seascapes [fig. 15 and 16]. The two paintings have generally 
similar compositions: most of the canvas is filled with a foreground of ocean waves that contains 
no land to ground the composition, with a smaller portion at the top for the sky and a few boats 
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at or near the horizon line. Both have rather high horizon lines, with the one in Fishing Boats at 
Sea [fig. 16] considerably higher. The latter painting also contains a significantly larger number 
of boats, and on close inspection of the direction of the rudders, it seems to show the boats 
heading out to sea while Seascape near Saintes-Maries [see fig. 15] shows them returning in the 
afternoon.57 However, the most striking difference between the paintings is in color scheme and 
overall mood; Seascape is far lighter and brighter, with a slightly teal hue, compared to the flatter 
light navy blue of Fishing Boats, which veers almost purplish. The difference in color makes the 
former look bright and sunny, while the latter seems a bit more somber and overcast, and the 
high density of white in the sky of Fishing Boats contributes to this effect. In addition to 
appearing less sunlit, the weather also seems windier, as the water is far more roiled up; 
Seascape has one or two large cresting waves near the foreground, serving as repoussoir, but is 
otherwise fairly smooth, compared to the whitecaps densely covering two-thirds of the water in 
Fishing Boats. Also, the white used in the latter has more green and brown, implying either a 
rough sea with sand or debris mixed into the froth or duller lighting, or both. Fishing Boats by no 
means depicts a stormy sea or a dire calamity in the making, but it is certainly more dynamic and 
bracing than the serene marine splendor shown in Seascape. In painting, as in drawing, Van 
Gogh explored the range that could be found in a single motif.  
 Van Gogh also made two drawings showing boats on the beach in Saintes-Maries, which 
are polar opposites in terms of his work there as one is extremely sketchy [fig. 17] and the other 
the most finished and detailed drawing he made on site [fig. 18]. Beach, Sea, and Fishing Boats 
[fig. 17] is very hasty, and indeed somewhat messy, especially in terms of the perfunctory way 
the space is rendered, with slight variations on long hatch-lines indicating sky, water, and beach, 
———————————— 
57 Schröder and Bailey, Heartfelt Lines, 274. 
   26.
plus some scribbled vegetation in the foreground. However, it also contains more figures and 
small-scale man-made objects than any other work made in Saintes-Maries.58 These incidental 
figures range in detail from the precise two-wheeled carts at the right to the barely outlined stick 
figures on the left. In choosing to include so many of them in one drawing, Van Gogh may have 
been testing out different types of pen-strokes or ink, documenting the various types of people 
and objects on and around the shore, or practicing how to scale these objects of differing size and 
distance without his perspective frame.59 None of the other drawings made use of this dispersed 
compositional structure, so it seems likely that either it was experimental and/or preparatory, or 
else Van Gogh felt it was less successful and abandoned it.  
The other example of boats on the beach, Souvenir de Stes Maries Méditerranée [fig. 18], 
is completely different. In contrast to the haphazard placement of boats, carts, and figures in the 
earlier drawing, here the boats are purposefully clustered one in front of the other in an evenly 
overlapping progression. The group is positioned centrally in the frame and shown at close range 
using a high level of detail, with a simple tripartite background of sky, sand, and water that is 
spatially convincing but minimal in detail and distraction. Significantly, this drawing is known to 
be the last one Van Gogh made in Saintes-Maries; the artist wrote to his brother telling him that 
every day the boats left so early in the morning that he did not have time to paint them, so he 
made sure to rise early on the last day of his stay in order to draw the boats before their 
departure.60 As the final drawing, and one capturing a motif that Van Gogh put so much effort 
into viewing, it could be seen as the culmination of his efforts in Saintes-Maries. 
———————————— 
58 Indeed it is as heavily-populated as any of his work in the entire Arles period, and resembles some of 
the letter sketches, or even paintings, he made in The Hague of the seaside, which were filled with 
incidental figures and equipment. See Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, JH 174, JH 227, JH 248, 
and JH 187. 
59 See footnote 56. 
60 Vincent to Theo, 5 June 1888, Letter 620, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
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 While he also did not use the perspective frame to make Souvenir de Stes Maries 
Méditerranée, the drawing is so rigorous in terms of proportion and geometry that it seems clear 
that part of the “deliberate” nature of this particular drawing was an attention to the framework 
and spatial organization in lieu of the tool that had previously guided him. Debora Silverman 
cites this work along with a number of others as examples where the configuration of 
intersecting linear elements—in this case, the masts and gaffs crossing at the center of the 
picture—“replicates the shape of Van Gogh’s perspective frame.”61 Silverman argues that Van 
Gogh became so accustomed to viewing potential motifs through the perspective frame that it 
became “an integral part of his way of seeing,” and that he not only envisioned it before his eyes 
when looking, like an imagined filter mediating between his eyes and the motif, but that he 
actually identified a suitable frame-like motif in the view before him and transposed that object 
into the final composition.62 Silverman’s argument is very compelling, but while she claims that 
the continued use of the tool as a frame of reference even after the instrument itself was not 
present was nearly automatic, or subconscious, it seems that using this now-mental tool was 
something that Van Gogh consciously chose to employ or discard. The mental perspective frame 
was one of the “deliberate” aspects of his working method, since he vacillated between works 
that appear indebted to this way of looking (as with fig. 18, and also fig. 13) and others where he 
does not (such as fig. 17, plus fig. 11). 
 Immediately upon returning to Arles, perhaps even that same afternoon, Van Gogh began 
to make paintings of what he had seen in Saintes-Maries.63 He made both a painting [fig. 19] and 
———————————— 
61 Silverman, Van Gogh and Gauguin, 69. 
62 Silverman, Van Gogh and Gauguin, 69. 
63 In the first letter written to Theo after the trip, Van Gogh said, “I did the drawing of the boats as I was 
leaving, very early in the morning, and I’m working on the painting, a no. 30 canvas with more sea and 
sky on the right.” Vincent to Theo, 5 June 1888, Letter 620, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters.  
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a watercolor [fig. 20] after the final drawing of the boats he had made in situ just prior to his 
departure. While the watercolor closely follows the composition of the drawing,64 the scope of 
the painting is expanded to include an additional group of sailboats on the water, whose 
arrangement seems to have been taken from one of the earlier paintings of sailing boats [see fig. 
16].65 Next, Van Gogh made two paintings of the cabanes that had occupied so much of his 
attention when drawing in Saintes-Maries [figs. 21 and 22], using two of the drawings as 
preparatory studies [see figs. 8 and 10].66 Evidence that these paintings were quickly started and 
completed, or at least well underway, upon his return from Saintes-Maries is found in a letter the 
artist sent to his friend and fellow artist Emile Bernard, securely dated to early June, which 
included tiny sketches of each painting with color notations [figs. 23 and 24], referenced in the 
text as landscapes that he was in the process of painting.67 Conceptually, these cabane paintings 
———————————— 
64 In Ronald Pickvance, “Drawing and Painting: the French Connection (Post-Paris),” in Vincent Van 
Gogh: Drawings (New York: Rizzoli, 1990), 229, Pickvance claims that the watercolor was done after the 
painting was finished because “its rhythmic shapes and decorative features conform more closely to the 
painting than to the preparatory drawing Van Gogh had done on the spot.” Without commenting either 
way about the chronology, it seems clear that the opposite is true in terms of resemblance (Ives, Stein, 
Heugten, and Vellekoop, The Drawings, 186, agrees). Both the overall configuration and the small details 
of the central boats are nearly identical in all three works, with the difference lying in the added boats on 
the water and boxes in the sand that are in the painting only. There is also a substantial amount of extra 
space added to the painting on the right side to accommodate the boats at sea, which shifts the foreground 
boats significantly off-center, while the boats in the drawing and also the watercolor remain at the center 
of the composition. Whether the watercolor was made before or after the painting, it seems clearly to have 
been made using the drawing, not the painting, as a model. 
65 Schröder and Bailey, Heartfelt Lines, 280–2. 
66 Vincent sent Theo all of the drawings he had made in Saintes-Maries immediately upon his return to 
Arles, but he told Theo in a letter on June 5 that he was keeping three of them. He says “I have another 3 
drawings of huts that I still need and which will follow; these ones of the huts are a bit harsh;” the editors 
note that this refers to F 1434 and F 1438 (plus an unknown third drawing), which were used as studies 
for the two hut paintings. Vincent to Theo, 5 June 1888, Letter 620, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The 
Letters. The artist also seems to have referenced one of the hut paintings a short time later, when he told 
Theo that he had two paintings on the easel, one of which is presumed to be the boat painting, F 413. 
Vincent to Theo, 5 or 6 June 1888, Letter 621, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
67 Vincent to Bernard, circa 7 June 1888, Letter 622, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. The 
letters from Theo containing Vincent’s weekly allowance have been placed in a firm chronology and 
dated, and this letter contains a reference speculating about Gauguin’s illness, a condition that Theo 
explained, ending these speculations, in his letter of June 9, 1888, which indicates the letter to Bernard 
must date before June 9, but after the return from Saintes-Maries around June 5. 
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represent an extension of Van Gogh’s previously discussed series treatment of the hut motif.  
 Stylistically the hut paintings differ significantly from the painting of the fishing boats on 
the beach, and both are departures from the work he had been previously making in Arles that 
spring. The hut paintings are, like the “harsh” drawings that inspired them, simply and somewhat 
crudely rendered but bursting with vibrant hues, some naturalistic like the lush greens of the 
grass and vibrant blues in sky and sea, others seemingly of the imagination, like the yellow sky 
in Street in Les Saintes-Maries [fig. 22] and the oranges found in the cottages. Van Gogh had 
been using bright colors in his Arles landscapes [see fig. 1], but the color used in the two cabane 
paintings was unprecedented. Fishing Boats [fig. 19], on the other hand, features simply but 
precisely drawn boats in dark, saturated, primary colors that are mostly unmodulated, against a 
background of relatively dull, neutral color rendered in a brushy, impressionistic style. In terms 
of color, this seems to be a departure in the other direction, as it is much more subdued, and yet 
the contrast between the colorful foreground boats and the background is so pronounced that the 
use of color still seems “deliberate” in a new way. While both paintings retain a certain type of 
brushstroke that imitates the dotting and short, linear strokes found in his drawings and which is 
indebted to the characteristic dappling of Impressionism and Neo-Impressionism, there is also a 
new reliance on strong outline of form filled in with an expanse of single color. This style is 
found in Japanese prints as well as in cloisonnism, practiced by Emile Bernard and Paul 
Gauguin, artists who Van Gogh admired and with whom he corresponded regularly. With the 
work of these artists on his mind as he painted Saintes-Maries in his studio, flat planes of pure 
color feature in all three paintings.  
 After a few days back in Arles, Van Gogh moved on eagerly from the subject of Saintes-
Maries; while he wrote a few times of plans to make another visit to the Camargue seaside, he 
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never returned, as he apparently found plenty of interest to him in the fields immediately outside 
of Arles, making a series of colorful paintings of the harvest.68 He worked intensely for a period 
almost exclusively on paintings, including those of the harvest and also of other subject matter in 
and around Arles, but after a few weeks he decided to undertake a drawing project that 
precipitated a return to the subject of Saintes-Maries. Late in the spring, Van Gogh had told his 
brother that he wanted to make groups of drawings and bind them back to back into accordion 
albums to send to Bernard and Gauguin, “like the albums of original Japanese drawings,” a 
format he knew since he and Theo both took an avid interest in Japanese art.69 He never made 
bound albums, but in July and August he did make the groups of drawings, completing and 
sending sets to Bernard, John Russell, and Theo, and each set included two drawings after 
paintings of Saintes-Maries.  
 Between his return from Saintes-Maries in early June and the middle of July, Van Gogh 
had completed many paintings; proud of the work he was doing, he was eager to share them with 
friends and fellow artists. Stranded in Arles, however, studio visits were not an option, and 
paintings were too expensive to give away or to ship, so Van Gogh switched mediums, reverting 
to small reed pen drawings which were cheap enough to give away and easy to mail. None of 
these drawings were entirely new compositions, but rather were drawings after completed 
———————————— 
68 See Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, JH 1428–1445 and JH 1470–1484 for landscapes of nearby 
Crau and Camargue farmland in June 1888. See Vincent to Theo, 3 or 4 June 1888, Letter 619: “I expect 
to come back here… next month will be the public bathing season;” Vincent to Theo, 5 or 6 June 1888, 
Letter 621: “If you send me the next letter by Sunday morning, I’ll probably go off to Saintes-Maries 
again at 1 o’clock that day;” Vincent to Theo, 12 June 1888, Letter 623: “I haven’t left yet for Saintes-
Maries;” Vincent to Theo, 21 June 1888, Letter 629: “I’m hoping to do a tour in the Camargue next 
Friday, with a vet;” and finally, Vincent to Theo, 14 September 1888, Letter 678: “I should have gone 
back to Saintes-Maries already… but anyway, I have so much to do right here.” All in Jansen, Luijten, 
and Bakker, The Letters. 
69 See Vincent to Theo, 28 May 1888, Letter 615, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. It includes 
a very detailed sketch of a folding album with miniature versions of known drawings he made in Arles. 
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paintings. In a reversal of the traditional practice of creating a preparatory drawing and making 
the final painting after that drawing, Van Gogh painted studies outdoors directly from the motif, 
and then created translations of the paintings into pen drawings.70 These can be viewed as 
reproductions or documentation of the original study; refinements or improvements of the often 
hastily done original; and reimaginings of the full-color version into sparer compositions that 
rely only on line and form for their impact. The drawings were autonomous artistic objects that 
constituted material gifts to his friends, but they also formed an essential component of the 
dialogue between Van Gogh and his correspondents; the drawings carried information and 
arguments in the artistic conversation that took place across long distances.  
 The differences in his relationships with the three recipients affected the nature of the 
correspondence and therefore the features of each group of drawings. With Bernard, he engaged 
in a friendly and general artistic discourse, and so Van Gogh chose to reproduce paintings that 
represented the exuberant diversity of his Arles work, sending Bernard six drawings around July 
15 and another nine between July 17 and 20.71 This group of drawings illustrates the scope of 
Van Gogh’s paintings made from May through July, and includes wild landscapes, farm scenes, 
views of the town, and one portrait, as well as two paintings of Saintes-Maries translated into 
graphic form [figs. 25 and 26].72  
———————————— 
70 William H. Robinson, “On the Origins and Evolution of Van Gogh’s Repetitions,” in Van Gogh 
Repetitions, 29. 
71 He told Theo “Today I sent Bernard 6 drawings after painted studies.” Vincent to Theo, 15 July 1888, 
Letter 642; Vincent to Bernard, 17 to 20 July 1888, Letter 643, reads “Today I’ve just sent you another 9 
croquis after painted studies.” Both in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters.  
72 Mark Roskill, “Van Gogh’s Exchanges of Work with Emile Bernard in 1888” Oud Holland 86, No 2/3 
(1971). Roskill conclusively identified eleven of the fifteen drawings, and two others can be identified 
from descriptions in Vincent to Bernard, 15 July 1888, Letter 641, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The 
Letters. See Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, 336, for a correspondence list of the drawings 
matched with the original painting. Johannes van der Wolk and Ronald Pickvance, Vincent van Gogh: 
Drawings (New York: Rizzoli, 1990), 232, posits that the variety in subject matter selected was for the 
purpose of illustrating to Bernard the character of Arles.  
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 While Bernard and Van Gogh corresponded as peers, trading ideas about art freely, the 
correspondence with the older and more established Russell was more formal. Van Gogh’s 
pursuit of the relationship was precipitated by commercial motivations, namely Theo’s desire to 
sell Russell a painting by Gauguin, which would allow Gauguin the funds needed to relocate to 
Arles.73 Therefore, the group of drawings Van Gogh made for Russell was more tightly 
conceived and focused on genres that were more easily salable to bourgeois art collectors; it 
included three portraits, seven landscapes of gardens and fields, and two drawings after Saintes-
Maries paintings, which were both seascapes [figs. 27 and 28].74  
 Although Van Gogh’s relationship with Theo was perhaps the least formal and most 
frank of the three, the purpose of the material the artist sent his brother was nonetheless always 
oriented toward commercial considerations because of Theo’s involvement with his brother’s 
career. Therefore, as with Russell, he sent Theo a group of drawings with subject matter that 
would more likely entice buyers, or would convince Theo that the paintings on which they were 
based would do so. In fact, Van Gogh promised Theo he would make him the very same set as 
he had sent Russell, but in the end only sent his brother eight drawings, around August 8th, 
removing the portraits, including the pair after the Saintes-Maries seascapes [figs. 29 and 30], 
and otherwise sending garden and harvest drawings, although almost entirely different examples 
than he had sent Russell.75  
 The chronology used in this chapter thus far represents the most commonly accepted 
———————————— 
73 Sjraar van Heugten and Marije Vellekoop, Vincent Van Gogh Drawings: Volume 4, Arles, Saint-Remy 
& Auvers-sur-Oise, 1888–1890 (Amsterdam: Van Gogh Museum, 2001), 13. 
74 See Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, 344, for a correspondence list of the drawings matched 
with the original paintings, and Vincent to Theo, circa 3 August 1888, Letter 654, in Jansen, Luijten, and 
Bakker, The Letters, for Vincent’s description of the drawings.  
75 Vincent to Theo, 8 August 1888, Letter 657, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters, and see 
Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, 346, for a correspondence list of the drawings matched with the 
original painting.  
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timeline for Van Gogh’s work, both epistolary and artistic, as delineated in the 1996 catalogue 
raisonné by Jan Hulsker and the 2009 edition of the letters.76 This narrative, however, was 
constructed slowly over the course of the twentieth century, and the revisions to it have been 
dramatic. The first catalogue raisonné of Van Gogh’s work by Jacob Baart de la Faille was 
published in 1928; it placed all of the works depicting Saintes-Maries in June of 1888, when the 
trip was assumed to have taken place.77 In 1938, Henry Thannhauser wrote an essay addressing 
three newly discovered drawings (including Fishing Boats at Sea, [fig. 27]) in the possession of 
John Russell’s daughter; Thannhauser put these together with nine other drawings whose 
provenance could be traced back to Russell and concluded these were the twelve drawings that 
Van Gogh referenced in his letter as having been made after paintings and sent to Russell.78 The 
dates of those twelve paintings ranged from June to August, and Thannhauser asserted only that 
the drawings were also made sometime during this period. Several decades later, Mark Roskill 
published the most thorough study to date; analyzing the chronology and contents of Van Gogh’s 
letters closely and using provenance records, Roskill proposed a complete timeline for the 
production and dissemination of all of the drawings of 1888, including all of the Saintes-Maries 
drawings.79 Roskill’s chronology established the still-accepted relationship between the Saintes-
Maries works, positing that a group of paintings and drawings were made in situ, that the three 
———————————— 
76 Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, and Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
77 Jacob Baart de la Faille, Vincent Van Gogh: The Complete Works on Paper: Catalogue Raisonné (San 
Francisco: Wofsy Fine Arts, 1992), 131–135. Pages 1–201 of this publication are a reprint of the 1928 
catalogue. 
78 Henry Thannhauser, “Van Gogh and John Russell: Some Unknown Letters and Drawings,” The 
Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 73, no. 426 (1938): 104, and Vincent to Russell, circa 17 June 
1888, Letter 627, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
79 See Roskill, “Exchanges with Emile Bernard,” 152, for a discussion of the Saintes-Maries paintings; 
143, for his confirmation of Bernard’s ownership of the drawings; 169, for a discussion of the cabane 
drawings made in Saintes-Maries versus the drawings sent to Bernard; and 171, for the correspondence 
with Russell and Theo. 
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paintings were made immediately following his return, and that over the course of the summer 
Van Gogh made additional pairs of drawings of several of the paintings to include with groups 
sent to Bernard, Russell, and his brother.  
 Subsequently, the most significant alteration to the timeline came from Ronald 
Pickvance’s catalogue for the major exhibition dedicated to Van Gogh’s Arles period held at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 1984. Pickvance’s claim was that Van Gogh left 
Arles for Saintes-Maries on May 30, rather than in late June, and returned the afternoon of June 
3, a change in chronology precipitated by a weather report and a transcription error of a single 
verb, which led to his redating of Letter 618, in which Van Gogh announced his impending 
departure.80 Although this change was dramatic, it was widely adopted quite quickly; Jan 
Hulsker and Bogomila Welsh-Ovcharov both considered his redating of the Saintes-Maries trip 
to be conclusive, opinions that they each published in reviews of Pickvance’s exhibition and 
———————————— 
80 Pickvance, Van Gogh in Arles, 83–84 and 260–262 (Appendix I). Pickvance’s first piece of evidence 
was pinpointing the date of a letter in which Van Gogh gave an account indirectly revealing his 
whereabouts for a nine-day period in the middle of June, which conflicts with the original dates of the 
Saintes-Maries trip. In this letter (629), Van Gogh mentions an article published on June 17 and also 
states that “the past two days we’ve had torrential rain that lasts all day;” Pickvance found only one 
possible bout of rain matching that description, which took place on June 19 and 20. In the same letter, 
Van Gogh wrote that he had just had “a week of concentrated hard work in the wheatfields right out in the 
sun;” if prior to the two days of rain, that week in Arles was June 11–18, making the original mid- to late-
June dates for the Saintes-Maries trip impossible. 
Pickvance also realized that a transcription error in the first of the letters from June 5–15 (which reference 
a possible Saintes-Maries trip) changed the meaning of that letter entirely. Originally published with a 
line reading “il est probable que je file ce jour-là à Stes Maries (it is likely that I will go that day to 
Saintes-Maries)” rather than as it was actually written, “il est probable que je refile…” (it is likely that I 
will return). Vincent to Theo, 5 or 6 June 1888, Letter 621 (this and all others in Jansen, Luijten, and 
Bakker, The Letters). 
This change led Pickvance to review the entire group of letters—621, 623, 624, and 625—and determine 
that they were all written after the Saintes-Maries trip, referring to plans to go back for a second visit. By 
shifting only the letters from the day before and during the trip itself (letters 618, 619, and 620) to May 
29, June 3, and June 5, and leaving the dates of all of the others untouched, Pickvance was able to justify 
new dates for the trip without the need to find new dating evidence for an entire month’s letters. 
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catalogue, and Hulsker incorporated the new information into his own 1996 catalogue raisonné.81  
 The only major dissent to this new timeline placing the Saintes-Maries trip in the earliest 
part of June came from Roland Dorn in an essay published in 1998.82 While he conceded to 
Pickvance’s redating of Letter 618 to May 28, Dorn asked readers to consider the possibility that 
the trip referenced therein was cancelled due to timing issues related to money and planning, and 
did not actually take place for another week or two. In response, Hulsker wrote a vehement 
counter-essay refuting every point Dorn made and asserting the unassailable correctness of 
Pickvance’s, and by then also his own, version of events.83 While the Pickvance/Hulsker timeline 
is indeed the most widely accepted and to this author’s mind the most probable, much of 
Hulsker’s rebuttal consists of quibbling over extremely tiny points that are not entirely provable 
either way, and what Dorn argued was a potential alternative does, in fact, seem to have been 
possible. Most important for the scope of this thesis, however, is examining why Dorn, Hulsker, 
and Pickvance defended their timelines so passionately. Pickvance’s alteration of the chronology 
resulted in an alteration of scholars’ understanding of Van Gogh’s mid-June Harvest series. 
Understood up until that point to have been produced in two groups, one prior to the Saintes-
Maries trip and one after, Pickvance’s new chronology was accompanied by his theory that these 
Harvest works were more homogeneous than previously thought to be, as they were all made 
following the revelations of the Saintes-Maries trip.84 Dorn’s purpose in rethinking the 
chronology was to question not Pickvance and Hulsker’s scholarship on Saintes-Maries but on 
———————————— 
81 Bogomila Welsh-Ovcharov, “New York: Van Gogh at the Metropolitan,” The Burlington Magazine 
127, no. 982 (1985): 62; Jan Hulsker, “Review: [Untitled].” Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for the 
History of Art 18, no. 3 (1988): 183; Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, 320. 
82 Roland Dorn, “‘Refiler à Saintes-Maries?’ Pickvance and Hulsker Revisited,” Van Gogh Museum 
Journal (1997–8): 14–25. 
83 Jan Hulsker, “Facts Instead of Suppositions: Roland Dorn Revisited,” Van Gogh Museum Journal 
(1999): 25–29. 
84 Dorn, “‘Refiler à Saintes-Maries,’” 19, and Pickvance, Van Gogh in Arles, 93–94. 
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the Harvest series; he sought not to disprove their assertions definitively regarding the timeline, 
but to consider other equally possible alternatives that could have interesting implications on 
another body of work.85 
 The controversy between Dorn, Pickvance, and Hulsker points to how the Saintes-Maries 
works, and the timeline in which they were created, has been used in the service of stylistic 
arguments about other bodies of work depicting entirely different types of motifs in different 
locations. In fact, the majority of the analysis of the Saintes-Maries work has been directly 
related to this timeline and to the stylistic relationship of the various works to other works in Van 
Gogh’s oeuvre, which is why the chronology was so closely debated and argued. Much has been 
made of Van Gogh’s discarding of the perspective frame to draw more quickly and freely; 
because the artist discussed it in his writings, and because this perceived distortion can be related 
to the modernist “progression” toward abstraction, this formal shift was perceived as particularly 
important.86 Likewise Van Gogh’s use of extremely bright, often non-naturalistic color, both 
during his trip but especially in the cabane paintings directly after his return, is considered by 
scholars to be a major breakthrough, because bright and symbolic rather than observed local 
color would increasingly become a signature of his work, and again because of the implications 
this stylistic choice had on Van Gogh’s status as a proto-modernist.87  
———————————— 
85 Dorn says that Pickvance’s account “sounds plausible… still, it is not the only possibility.” Dorn, 
“‘Refiler à Saintes-Maries,’” 15. 
86 Ives, Stein, Heugten, and Vellekoop, The Drawings, 9–12; Pickvance, “The French Connection,” 224; 
Louis Van Tilborgh and Evert Van Uitert, “Van Gogh in Search of His Own Voice,” in Becoming Van 
Gogh, ed. Timothy J. Standring (Denver Art Museum, 2012), 38. Regarding the tendency to view these as 
important aspects of the history of modernism more generally, see Mitchell, Landscape and Power, 1; 
W.J.T. Mitchell, “Nature for Sale: Gombrich and the Rise of Landscape,” in The Consumption of Culture 
in the Early Modern Period, ed. Ann Bermingham and John Brewer (London: Routledge, 2016), 103–5; 
and Johanna Drucker, Theorizing Modernism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 69. 
87 Cornelia Homburg, “Vincent van Gogh’s Avant-Garde Strategies,” in Vincent van Gogh and the 
Painters of the Petit Boulevard, 36. 
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 Interpretations of Van Gogh’s reuse of Saintes-Maries motifs in later drawings have 
likewise focused on the broader implication of the drawings project, rather than examining how 
Van Gogh treated these motifs specifically. For example, his inclusion of the seascape and street 
of huts in the group of drawings sent to Bernard has been seen as important because these two 
works significantly broaden the diversity of the type of subject matter shared with the younger 
artist, and indicate that Van Gogh was still trying to relate his work to the efforts of his 
cosmopolitan colleagues in Paris, who, in the shadow of Impressionism, addressed a wide variety 
of urban and rural subjects.88 There has been extensive analysis of the differing styles and 
techniques that Van Gogh chose to use for Bernard’s, Theo’s, and Russell’s drawings. 
Identifying certain patterns in the mark-making vocabulary used within each recipient’s group of 
drawings treats the repetition of the Saintes-Maries motifs as a purely formal opportunity for Van 
Gogh to rethink the way he constructed an image on the page.89  
 Some of Van Gogh’s own words have guided this approach. In one letter, the artist 
lamented to his brother that when he painted in the outdoors, he was unable to refine the way in 
which he depicted the motif, but rather spontaneously painted everything he saw in a rough 
manner, so he used the drawings as an opportunity to refine the composition.90 Because of 
statements like this addressing the relationship between his painting and his drawing, scholars 
have often examined the different groups of drawings to discern how Van Gogh varied their style 
and the types of marks he used and interpreted these variations as examples of greater 
“refinement.” It has been proposed for example, that the drawings for Bernard [see figs. 25 and 
———————————— 
88 Pickvance, “The French Connection,” 231. 
89 Wolk, Johannes van der, “Van Gogh the Draftsman at his Best,” in Vincent van Gogh: Drawings, 19. 
90 On the drawings being more refined than paintings: “I believe that all these ideas are good, but the 
painted studies lack clarity of touch. One more reason I felt the need to draw them.” Vincent to Theo, 8 
August 1888, Letter 657, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
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26] do not include much dotted stippling because of Bernard’s dislike of pointillism,91 and that 
the drawings for Russell [see figs. 27 and 28] were particularly stylized, including “lively swirls, 
dots, and squiggles which were a reference to Japanese drawing, a formal language intended to 
appeal to Russell, who shared Van Gogh’s love of Japanese art.”92 Conversely, the drawings for 
Theo [see figs. 29 and 30] are said to contain the most careful patterning, with regular and 
systematized ornamental pen-strokes that are neat and vibrant; in order to demonstrate his artistic 
progress to his brother, Van Gogh strove to make the clearest, most refined reproductions of his 
paintings.93 All of these arguments seek to illustrate a stylistic and formal progression in Van 
Gogh’s work over this period, a progression that is both necessarily reliant on a clearly defined 
chronology, and one that primarily views the artworks as aesthetic objects. 
 Without diminishing the validity of interpretations of the stylistic aspects of the drawings, 
which are often compelling and valuable, it is nonetheless crucial to go further. Comparing the 
paintings and drawings of the same motif to one another necessarily isolates questions of style, in 
part because of how closely the compositions of repeated motifs stick to one another. Rather than 
primarily comparing different examples of individual motifs, the body of work should be 
examined more broadly in order to examine how works of different motifs inform one another 
and together construct a larger picture of Saintes-Maries. The next two chapters will do so 
———————————— 
91 Heugten and Vellekoop, Vincent Van Gogh Drawings: Volume 4, 14; Wolk and Pickvance, Vincent van 
Gogh: Drawings, 232; and Timothy J. Standring, “Vincent’s Progress,” in Becoming Van Gogh, 130. 
Many authors point out that pointillism was seldom used in the drawings intended for Bernard, which 
may seem inaccurate looking at his two Saintes-Maries drawings in isolation, but taking into account the 
entire range of all three groups, there is overall a lot more stippling in the drawings for Russell and Theo, 
where the skies are filled with dots. Stippling in the sky is seen in all of the seascape drawing repetitions 
except F 1430 for Bernard; there is stippling in the ground on F 1435 but Pickvance, Van Gogh in Arles, 
88, notes that here it is a stylized representation of sand or pebbles (also seen in F 1428) and not simply a 
patterned fill as when used in the skies.  
92 Simon Kelly, “‘ A Big, Good Enterprise’: Van Gogh and His Markets,” in Becoming Van Gogh, 65. 
93 Pickvance, Van Gogh (Martigny), 300–1, and Schröder and Bailey, Heartfelt Lines, 276. 
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alongside a close study of the locale that Van Gogh encountered in Saintes-Maries, considering 
how that specific cultural, social, and physical space is reflected, or else resisted, in the works 
Van Gogh produced during and after his visit.  
   40.
Chapter 3. Metonymy and the Landscape 
 This chapter will investigate more thoroughly how the socio-historical context of Saintes-
Maries impacted Van Gogh and his work. The course libre, for example, and the Catholic church 
were reliant on the specific landscape of Saintes-Maries, whose ecology and location were 
crucial to the way these institutions developed, and they in turn formed a significant part of the 
visual character of the town in the nineteenth century. Van Gogh’s experience of these and other 
aspects of the town’s populace and traditions register in the artwork he made there, and also in 
the works he made depicting the town after he left. While conventional scholarship sometimes 
emphasizes the supposed directness or immediacy of Van Gogh’s approach to his landscape 
motifs, he depicted certain aspects of Saintes-Maries indirectly and symbolically. This chapter 
will examine some of the symbolic devices found in Van Gogh’s work that reflect the unique 
character of Saintes-Maries.  
 As explained in brief in Chapter 1, the landowning mandiers and the gardiens who were 
caretakers of their herds comprised an important economic and social force in nineteenth-century 
Provence. However, while raising cattle is customarily a highly practical industry, yielding beef, 
dairy, and leather for consumption or plow teams for farms, “this particular species [native to the 
Camargue] is as notorious for its resistance to work in the fields as it is for the resistance of its 
meat to most known recipes.”94 As a result, the Camargue bull was maintained primarily for one 
purpose: entertainment. While the French course libre bears some relation to the better-known 
Spanish corrida, the traditions are actually quite different; lacking the deadly mise-à-mort as 
culminating act, the “bull games” indigenous to Provence and Languedoc more closely resemble 
an American rodeo in their emphasis on agriculture-adjacent skills and competitions. The course 
———————————— 
94 Zaretsky, Cock and Bull Stories, 7. 
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includes several different stages of presentation of the bulls, demonstrations of various skills on 
the part of individual and groups of gardiens, and ends with the sale and trade of animals on the 
basis of the merits they showed in the arena.  
 Rather than resembling war like the life-and-death contest of the corrida, the course libre 
presents and assesses traits that are of purported value on a cattle farm; it is a stylized livestock 
show rather than a performed battle. The spectacle opens with the ferrade, where the bulls are 
herded en masse into the arena, while the yearlings are separated from their mothers; each bull 
must be caught by a gardien approaching on horseback and grabbing it by the horns, wrestling it 
to the ground, followed by the escoussure, where the bull is branded and its ears given nicks to 
identify the owner.95 The bulls are then let into the ring one at a time, adorned with a red rosette 
between the horns (the cocarde), a white tassel on each horn (glands), and strings called ficelles 
around the base of the horns; next the course libre itself proceeds, named as such because 
anyone who wishes may enter the arena as razeteur, or amateur [fig. 31], with the goal of 
securing one of the trophies from the bull’s head, earning prizes commensurate to the difficulty, 
and avoiding incurring grave bodily damage.96  
 There are literary references to bullfighting in France starting in the thirteenth century as 
well as folkloric assertions that the tradition goes all the way back to the Roman period and was 
linked to traditional pagan and Mithraic cults, who sacrificed or worshipped bulls, but there is 
certainty that it dates at least from 1667, the year Louis XIV passed an edict banning the sport.97 
The course libre was rooted in centuries-old tradition but perhaps more importantly, it was 
cherished as and believed to be a centuries-old tradition that was representative of a specifically 
———————————— 
95 Dix, The Camargue, 43. 
96 Dix, The Camargue, 35–6, and Droit, Camargue, 29. 
97 Zaretsky, Cock and Bull Stories, 16. See also Dix, The Camargue, 41, regarding the mythic link to the 
religions of antiquity.  
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Provençal way of life. As such, proponents of the Provençal Renaissance were drawn to this 
popular spectacle, and it was championed by figures like Frederic Mistral as an iconic symbol of 
the history and culture of this area and its people. Thus the gardiens and their native livestock 
became proud political figures in the late-nineteenth century. The centralized Third Republic 
government sought to forge a modern, democratic France, whose egalitarianism was expressed 
and enforced through standardized language, religion, and customs; in stark contrast, Mistral 
believed French identity was inextricably linked to preserving the individual regional identities 
that had descended from the many separate kingdoms that once made up France.98 While focused 
specifically on reviving and preserving the Provençal tongue, Mistral’s movement also valorized 
other traditional aspects of Provençal life. The mystical Catholicism practiced in the south, the 
wearing of traditional Arlésienne costume, and the course libre—which combined traditional 
dress, a native animal species, an ancient fraternity of horsemen, and popular spectacle—were all 
complementary to the literary goals of the Provençal Renaissance’s leaders.99 
 By the late spring of 1888, Van Gogh, who had been living in Provence for a few months, 
was familiar with the existence and specificity of the Camargue tradition of raising and running 
bulls. The southern part of the Camargue around Saintes-Maries was the central area for raising 
bulls and games were naturally held in this area, often as modest gatherings held in clearings 
simply demarcated by wagons and the viewing crowds themselves [fig. 32].100 However, the 
gardiens toured throughout the region holding games and courses, and the enormous and well-
preserved ancient Roman amphitheaters in Nîmes and Arles were some of their most prominent 
showcases [figs. 33 and 34]. Van Gogh wrote to Bernard in April 1888 about the sport, and at 
———————————— 
98 Zaretsky, Cock and Bull Stories, 4–7. 
99 Zaretsky, Cock and Bull Stories, 8. 
100 Pennell, Play in Provence, 83. 
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that early date he seemed slightly perplexed by the nature of the French games, saying that he 
had “seen bullfights in the arenas, or rather, simulated fights, seeing that the bulls were numerous 
but nobody was fighting them.”101 His confusion may have been alleviated on the Day of the 
Gardiens, a celebration held in Arles around Saint George’s Day (usually in late April) which 
involved the gardiens and other townspeople riding in from the Camargue, parading in costume 
with tridents and standards along the Boulevard des Lices, and holding a mass in the church of 
Notre-Dame-de-la-Major, after which a blessing was performed in the square and the crowd 
proceeded to the nearby arena for demonstrations of horsemanship.102 The cowboy culture of 
Saintes-Maries was highly visible in Arles itself, and Van Gogh almost certainly would have 
encountered this prevalent ceremonial display in some form. Indeed by May he seemed to 
understand the connection between the bullfights and Saintes-Maries, because when he wrote to 
his friend Arnold Koning about his upcoming trip, he directly followed the comment “I’m very 
curious about the region I’ll see tomorrow, and about the sea,” with a paragraph describing the 
bullfights that were then “almost every Sunday.”103 Likewise, several letters contain references 
to “Camargue horses,” indicating he was aware of that native breed, and a letter discussing a 
second visit to Saintes-Maries mentions the ranches and their animals as one of the primary 
attractions; he said “I’m hoping to do a tour in the Camargue next Friday, with a vet, there are 
bulls and almost wild white horses there, pink flamingos too.”104 
 In addition to experiencing it first-hand in Arles as a prominent cultural phenomenon, 
Van Gogh was also very likely to have been exposed to accounts of the Camargue and the 
———————————— 
101 Vincent to Bernard, 12 April 1888, Letter 596, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters.  
102 Droit, Camargue, 35–6, and Frederic Mistral, “The Complaint of the Bulls of the Camargue,” in 
Voices from France, 209.  
103 Vincent to Arnold Koning, 29 or 30 May 1888, Letter 618, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
104 Vincent to Bernard, circa 7 June 1888, Letter 629, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
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gardiens through the literature of the period. Writers like Mistral and Joseph d’Arbaud, 
Provençal Renaissance figures who were actively promoting the myth of the wild and free 
horsemen of the Camargue wetlands, described the persona and habits of the gardien in almost 
mythic terms.105 Well-known authors of wider reputation, including Stendhal, Henry James, and 
Alexandre Dumas, all published memoirs between 1837 and 1869 chronicling their experiences 
crossing the Camargue and encountering the exotic landscape, its animal inhabitants, and their 
dashing local caretakers.106 As technology and industrialization made travel generally less costly 
and less time-consuming, and thus available to ever-larger segments of the population, many 
lesser-known writers and amateurs started writing and publishing travelogues and memoirs 
describing their own travels through Europe, including this region.107 While there is no evidence 
that Van Gogh read any of these specific accounts, he read other works by many of these 
authors, and the prevalence of these accounts and the consistency of the type of 
conventionalized, romantic language they share points to the existence of an established popular 
trope that permeated the literary world of Van Gogh’s time. 
 The gardiens and the Camarguais bulls were thus very important to the town of Saintes-
Maries, both symbolically, vis-a-vis the cultural identity of the residents in relation to their 
region, and materially, as an active sector of the economy and leisure of the town. But what were 
the visual signs of their presence in the village? The landowners themselves built large houses 
known as mas, which were compounds located well outside of the town, while the gardiens lived 
in traditional reed huts called cabanes, dwellings of one or two rooms situated right along the 
———————————— 
105 Examples include Frederic Mistral’s Mirèio and his essay “The Complaint of the Bulls of the 
Camargue,” and Joseph D’Arbaud’s La Bête du Vaccarès. 
106 See footnote 41. 
107 Examples include Francis Miltoun, Rambles on the Riviera (Boston: L.C. Page, 1906); Pennell, Play in 
Provence; and Emily Bowles, In the Camargue (Boston: Loring, Publisher, c. 1875). 
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marshes where the ranch hands had access to the herds.108 The cabane of the gardien, seen 
frequently in popular photographs, prints, and written narratives from the nineteenth century, has 
a steeply pitched roof thatched in narrow bands that reaches almost to the ground; whitewashed 
walls and a whitewashed reinforcement panel over the ridge of the roof; and an angled cross 
affixed to one end of the roof, often accompanied by one end of the building or roof terminating 
in a rounded or sloping shape [fig. 35]. The huts were often described both as part of the 
landscape and as key pieces of the gardiens’ kit, and when they appear in an image their 
distinctive shape is as telltale a hallmark of the presence of a gardien as the trident staff or their 
unusual animals. 
 Many of Van Gogh’s works depict these distinctive structures, but he did not choose to 
depict the residents of the huts or direct evidence of their occupation in any of his paintings or 
drawings. Rendered in paint or pen, the cabane was a metonymic proxy for the gardien, and 
functions especially effectively as such because of the unique shape of these particular huts. 
Although the huts may be symbols, Van Gogh did not render them in a single stylized or 
emblematic way, but rather his treatment of them varied widely, and he used different styles and 
types of compositional strategies when he included them in the landscape. Van Gogh made many 
hut drawings in Saintes-Maries, but only Three Cottages in Saintes-Maries [see fig. 8] and Two 
Houses in Saintes-Maries [see fig. 9], as well as the painting done later of this motif [see fig. 21], 
and the drawing Landscape with Hut in the Camargue [see fig. 14] focus on the gardien’s 
cabane as the main feature of the composition. Many other drawings that contain a larger 
number of buildings [see figs. 10–13] have one or more that conform generally to the type in 
some ways.  
———————————— 
108 Dix, The Camargue, 30–1. 
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 In any of these examples, however, while the form of the hut is clearly a Camarguais 
architectural type, their siting is not quite appropriate to the typical gardiens’ living situation, nor 
is it consistent with the mythos of their character. The cattle-herders lived in solitude alongside 
their herds, as described in both practical histories of the period and in the romanticized folkloric 
treatments of this figure. In popular literature, the isolation of these huts was often emphasized, 
and the reclusive nature of the gardien’s daily existence, depicted as a roguish independence, 
was reinforced by their living situation.109 Likewise, images from the period, whether 
photographs or drawings and prints, typically show either the gardien with his cabane to display 
several elements of his rugged lifestyle together, or else show the lone cabane in the stark 
Camargue landscape, often at a distance to emphasize its small size compared to the wilderness 
that surrounded it [see figs. 35 and 36]. Thus in both visual and literary examples, the lifestyle of 
the gardien was used to emphasize the desolation of the landscape of the Camargue. In turn, that 
desolate landscape represented demonstrable proof of the stoic courage of the solitary cowherd, 
who was able not only to live but to thrive in such an environment.  
 Van Gogh’s depictions of the cottages, however, do not create an atmosphere of 
desolation. The drawings described in Chapter 2 as somewhat destabilizing because of their long, 
open sightlines [see fig. 11 and 12] perhaps come closest, with the slightly strange, empty spaces 
in the foregrounds generating an eerie mood. However, these compositions simply contain too 
many houses clustered too close together to have much in common with the stereotype of the 
solitary gardien’s cottage alone at the edge of the marsh; these pictures look like they depict the 
———————————— 
109 Bowles, In the Camargue, 16, describes “the life of wild, lawless freedom in the open air;” Dumas, 
Pictures of Travel, 233, says “here and there, in the midst of these pontine marches of France, a poor 
habitation rises into view;” and Alphonse Daudet, Letters from My Windmill, trans. Frederick Davies 
(London: Penguin Books, Ltd, 1978), 213–4, says “in the marsh there is a horse-keeper who lives quite 
alone from one year to the next, as if he were on a desert island. In his hut of reeds, which he built 
himself, there is not a thing he has not made himself.”  
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middle of the town. It is much more plausible that Three Cottages [see fig. 8] and Two Houses 
[see fig. 9] are situated out in the grazing lands, but with the huts nestled together closely and the 
picture plane cropped close to their edges, omitting any wild open wetland that might have 
extended in the background, the feeling is of cozy community, not solitary bravado. Some 
scholars have suggested that the cluster of cabanes symbolizes community and fraternity, 
representing a few intimate friends situated in close proximity to one another, a type of 
community that Van Gogh desperately wanted to form by attracting some of his colleagues to the 
south of France.110 If indeed Van Gogh saw his cottages as signifying community, this was a 
stark contrast to the actual circumstances of life in the cabanes as well as to their traditional 
symbolic meaning. In this way, Van Gogh exploited the quaint rusticity of the gardiens’ cabanes 
but disassociated that quality from the existing cultural modality of the buildings and their 
residents, perhaps because that trope did not appeal to him and the motif could easily be tailored 
to his own visual and social interests.  
 Just as Van Gogh’s drawings of the cabanes evoke the presence of their human occupants 
even in their absence, in his final drawing of the fishing boats on the beach [see fig. 18] the boats 
are a metonym for the fishermen of Saintes-Maries. These boats were the tools the fishermen 
used to perform their work and earn a livelihood, and as vehicles that accommodated a single 
person, they were particularly individualized pieces of equipment, which enveloped the 
fishermen’s bodies so that the two could move as one during a long day of work. Van Gogh was 
familiar with small-scale fishing from the time he had spent in the early 1880s in Scheveningen, 
a seaside village outside of The Hague he had often visited to paint and draw.111 In Saintes-
———————————— 
110 Ives, Stein, Heugten, and Vellekoop, The Drawings, 186. 
111 Ives, Stein, Heugten, and Vellekoop, The Drawings, 78. 
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Maries, he spent a lot of time observing the fishermen at work, taking an interest in their labor 
and how important it was to the community and the place.  
 Viewing the sea was one of the primary motivations Van Gogh stated in advance of 
going to Saintes-Maries, and it is difficult to imagine that he would have been unaware, as he 
made his plans, that it was a fishing village.112 Many contemporary illustrations of Saintes-
Maries depict fishermen and fishing boats [fig. 37], and at least once he was there, he 
immediately observed them firsthand, recognizing the nature of the town’s fishing industry to be 
small-scale and for subsistence. As previously mentioned, he wrote to Theo of how early in the 
morning the fishermen took their boats out, evidence that this pursuit was no mere hobby.113 He 
also commented in a letter that while the quality of fish was good, it was not always available in 
the village itself because the fishermen brought almost their entire catch to Marseille to sell, 
demonstrating his awareness that the fishermen needed to seek out the largest markets and best 
prices even if that required traveling a distance.114  
 The works that deal most directly with fishing in Saintes-Maries are the paintings made 
on site [see figs. 15 and 16] and the drawings he made later of these same motifs [see figs. 25 
and 27–30]; these depict the actual fishermen engaged in their profession, although they are 
present only as extremely tiny figures lacking much detail. The intimate pairing of fisherman and 
boat is emphasized in these initial paintings, as the human figure is visible in, but completely 
subsumed by, the fishing boat in the center middle ground. Viewed from a distance, there is very 
little detail to the figure, so his identity merges with his profession, symbolized by the boat itself, 
as their working relationship is on display in this painting. The final drawing from Saintes-
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112 He told Arnold Koning “I’m going to Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer just to see a blue sea and a blue sky.” 
Vincent to Koning, 29 or 30 May 1888, Letter 618, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
113 See Footnote 60. 
114 Vincent to Theo, 3 or 4 June 1888, Letter 619, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
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Maries [see fig. 18], on the other hand, depicts the fishermen only through these symbols, 
centering the equipment and omitting the human figure. This composition is formally complex as 
well as symbolically laden, and what seems like a simple large-scale still-life substantively 
represents an important human element of this place. Regarding the painted version of this motif 
[see fig. 19], it is unique in having been turned into a composite view, as Van Gogh augmented 
the quartet of beached boats from the drawing with a vignette of four sailing boats in the distance 
taken from the painted sketch. In doing so, he turned a purely symbolic view of empty equipment 
into one that also included fishermen at work, although in this case the sailing boats are truly too 
distant to see the human activity they imply. 
 However, while the boats may serve as immediate symbols of their absent owners, many 
authors have also identified another layer of symbolism in this work. Bolstered by the evocative 
name “Amitié (friendship)” inscribed on the frontmost boat, the set of colorful vessels can be 
interpreted as a poignantly wistful representation of four artist friends.115 Van Gogh yearned for 
artistic discourse and wrote to his friends frequently, hoping that the type of artist commune that 
was common in seaside and rural enclaves all over Europe would coalesce in Provence.116 Van 
Gogh had previously drawn a parallel between the work of manual laborers and the work of 
artists, and in employing this symbolism of the boats on the beach, Van Gogh’s composition 
compares the work of the fishermen and that of artists. Just as artists who work in proximity to 
one another form a community that supports and fosters one another’s work while still creating 
their art entirely independently, so too the Saintes-Maries fishermen formed a cohesive group 
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115 Ives, Stein, Heugten, and Vellekoop, The Drawings, 186. 
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Press, 2011). 
   50.
despite their solo labor in individual boats. In the painting, the colorful differentiation of each 
empty boat adds an aesthetic quality that reinforces their association with painters, and by 
depicting the empty boats alongside the boats at sea, the artists and the fishermen, analogous in 
their lonely work, are shown side by side.  
 These fishing boats, as they relate to Saintes-Maries specifically, also have potential 
religious symbolic value. Rather than standing in for the fishermen or for artists, they could also 
represent the town’s two patron saints, whose legendary arrival to France was by boat and who 
were usually depicted that way in popular religious iconography [fig. 38]. Van Gogh did not 
depict members of the Catholic church or the cult of the Saint Marys directly, avoiding any 
representations of the clergymen who led the congregation, the everyday believers of the town, 
and the visiting pilgrims alike. It would have been relatively uncharacteristic, but not entirely 
unprecedented, for Van Gogh to have depicted the saints or their legendary story, but he did not 
do that either. Instead, his approach to the religious character of Saintes-Maries was again 
primarily metonymic, showcasing the powerful building that housed the local cult and its church 
community.  
 The antiquity and importance of the church and its saintly cult was a component of the 
identity of Saintes-Maries that Van Gogh would have experienced both visually and socially 
during his visit. While Van Gogh made no mention of actually visiting and entering the church 
of Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer in any of the extant letters, the exterior of the church is such an 
imposing part of the town’s fabric that it is impossible to ignore. He did interact with the town’s 
priest, as he told Theo while he was in Saintes-Maries that “a very handsome gendarme came to 
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interview me here. And the priest too.”117 The purpose of these “interviews” is unclear although 
the implication seems to be that the interested parties sought him out rather than inviting him to 
their places of work or worship. Therefore it is unknown if Van Gogh entered the church, but if 
he had, he would have encountered a wide variety of visual religious materials, including the 
relics of the saints themselves [fig. 39] and a large collection of ex-voto paintings, a type of 
popular visual art made by local artisans. These small paintings were commissioned and donated 
to the church as pleas to or thanks for intercession by the patron saints in a wide variety of 
earthly misfortunes, from drowning at sea to carriage accidents, and usually depicted the two 
Marys alongside the calamity they were intended to ameliorate [fig. 38].118  
 Regardless of his knowledge of these particular pieces of material culture, Van Gogh was 
certainly aware of the nature, importance, and local specificity of Provençal Catholicism in 
general prior to his arrival in Saintes-Maries, because of his experience in Arles for the previous 
several months. Arles, in addition to housing significant ancient ruins, was also steeped in early 
and medieval Catholic tradition and was home to a number of large churches and monasteries, 
some of which had fallen into disuse by the nineteenth century, but which nonetheless attested to 
the long history of what remained a very active Catholicism.119 In one of his earliest letters to 
Theo after his arrival in Arles, Van Gogh described the unfamiliarity and splendor of the gothic 
porch of Saint-Trophime [see fig. 42] as well as the “adorable little Arlésiennes going off to 
———————————— 
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make their first communion;”120 the strength of the Catholic presence in the area, as both a 
formidable historical tradition and an aspect of everyday modern life, was obvious to him 
immediately. While Catholic practice was part of contemporary life throughout nineteenth-
century France, it was, in Arles and the rest of Provence as much as in Saintes-Maries, a portal to 
the distant past as well. The Roman ruins conjured images of the pagan empire, but this period 
was also connected to Arles’s early Christian history, as the city was maintained as an imperial 
center through the 4th century, when the Christian emperor Constantine made it his western 
capital.121 The buildings of Saint-Trophime, Notre-Dame-de-la-Major, and the defunct Abbey of 
Montmajour were all Romanesque buildings, and the zenith of Catholicism in the region was the 
period of the fourteenth-century Avignon Papacy, when this rural area, heretofore part of the 
periphery, briefly became the religious, administrative, and political center of the entire 
church.122  
 Into the nineteenth century, the religious traditions of Provence had maintained a local 
character, due to its distance from Paris and northern France, which kept the people isolated and 
insulated from outside influence. France had for centuries comprised regions with their own 
religious and cultural practices, bound together by a monarchy, whose political power was 
absolute, and whose cultural power was deployed hierarchically, with the primacy of the court 
largely unaffected by how the people of the provinces lived their lives. However, modern 
technology and politics threatened regional isolation. A growing network of railroads meant that 
travel and relocation were increasingly fast, easy, and inexpensive. After the revolutions of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries swept away the monarchy, elected governments had to rely 
———————————— 
120 Vincent to Theo, 21 or 22 March 1888, Letter 588, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
121 Russell, “Geomorphology of the Rhône Delta,” 193. 
122 Whitney S. Stoddard, Art and Architecture in Medieval France (New York: Icon Editions, 1966), 284. 
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on shared values of nationalism and equality to unite the country in support of their rule, so 
France’s Third Republic emphasized French unity and standardization of culture.123 The 
Provençal Renaissance was primarily a literary phenomenon but tended to promote all aspects of 
local culture, including language, religion, and dress. The movement championed the rural, 
mystical, Catholic south in opposition to the increasingly centralized, urban, and cosmopolitan 
north, which sought to secularize the population and codify one version of French language and 
customs in order to forge a modern Republican nation.  
 While larger centers like Arles and Aix-en-Provence were the main producers of the 
poetry and novels that constituted the Provençal Renaissance, the Camargue became a sort of 
mascot or symbol of the true cultural ideal of this movement. For centuries a desolate, ignored 
backwater, in the nineteenth century “the Camargue was not only reassessed, but was seized 
upon, as the ideal rustic and rigorous background for man to feel his place in nature.”124 Notre-
Dame-de-la-Mer was founded by figures not only dating from the period of the crucifixion but 
who witnessed that seminal event in person. It claimed to have been the inception point for all of 
Christianity outside of Italy, and hosted an extremely popular annual festival featuring an 
unusual outdoor ceremonial sacrament.125 As such, the church in Saintes-Maries represented a 
———————————— 
123 Regarding train expansion, see Nicholas Green, The Spectacle of Nature: Landscape and Bourgeois 
Culture in Nineteenth-Century France (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 84, and James 
Rubin, Impressionism and the Modern Landscape: Productivity, Technology, and Urbanization from 
Manet to Van Gogh (Berkeley: University of California, 2008), Chapter 4; regarding the tension between 
French national identity and Provençal regionalism see Zaretsky, Cock and Bull Stories, especially 4–7. 
124 Dix, The Camargue, 88. 
125 The saint-day celebration of the Saint Marys was a ritual conducted partly inside the church, but 
primarily outside, engaging directly in the land and sea of the Camargue. Effigies of the saints were 
lowered with the relics from their raised chapel on ropes [see. fig. 39] and carried by the congregants 
down to the beach, where they were placed onto a boat and dipped into the Mediterranean. Dix, The 
Camargue, 93, and Pierre Gauthiez, “Au Pays de Mireille,” L’Artiste: journal de la littérature et des 
beaux-arts (1891): 285–289. Accessed March 30, 2020, https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k486086d. 
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level of importance, antiquity, and specificity that made it an ideal foil to the generally 
homogenizing forces of modernization. 
 Ex-voto paintings were a localized folk tradition that aligned well with the desire for 
Provence-specific cultural expression. Painted ex-votos were first produced in Italy in the 1400s 
and spread to Avignon and Marseille in the following century as a result of the close contact 
between Italy and southeast France.126 They were never widespread in Switzerland, Germany, or 
even inland France, but peaked in popularity in Provence around 1840–1870, where this type of 
votive offering was common in maritime churches.127 While the French clergy tended to prefer 
mass-produced votive items like terra-cotta or plaster statues, because their uniformity 
discouraged local deviation from centrally approved messaging and iconography, ex-voto 
paintings were popular with the congregations of Provence because they allowed a more direct 
expression of faith and a more personal connection between the believer and the divine.128 
Votive offerings were gifts made by an individual or a family, and the imagery in an ex-voto 
painting was usually specific to the giver, depicting particular incidents, locations, and figures 
that corresponded to the donor’s own life and culture or community. Depicting the profane as 
well the spiritual realms, both of which were included in the space of the ex-voto picture plane, 
these paintings were yet another way the people of the Camargue expressed their independent 
regional identity.  
 The ex-votos of Saintes-Maries naturally almost always depicted the two Saint Marys, as 
these were the patron saints of the church and of the region, and the figures upon whom the 
townspeople were likely to call for aid. Some ex-votos showed scenes that were typical of 
———————————— 
126 Cousin, Le Miracle et le Quotidien, 23. 
127 Bernard Cousin, Ex-Voto de Provence: Images de la Religion Populaire et de la Vie d’Autrefois (Paris: 
Descée De Brouwer, 1981), 17–20.  
128 Gibson, A Social History of French Catholicism, 154. 
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experiences highly specific to Saintes-Maries; there is an example from 1825 that depicts bulls 
released into the crowd during the course libre, and maritime ex-votos, showing relief from peril 
at sea, were a common genre [fig. 40].129 Broadly speaking, most ex-votos feature a scene of 
everyday distress in the main foreground, with an image of the saint or saints in the upper 
register, often set off by a halo or ring of clouds to demarcate the spiritual from the profane.130 In 
the case of the Saint Marys, however, the two female figures were generally shown together in a 
small boat, in which they floated above the scene [see fig. 38].131  
  If Van Gogh visited the church in Saintes-Maries, he would have encountered a large 
number of ex-votos, which were displayed in its chapels. However, this type of religious art was 
not confined to the church itself, so Van Gogh could have seen similar examples in a gallery, 
shop, cafe, or private home [fig. 41]. He may have even been familiar with the town’s specific 
cult and these votive depictions prior to his arrival to the coast, since imagery typical of the ex-
votos was distributed more widely in prints and postcards using the same iconography of two 
female saints in a boat, sailing on air or sea to the aid of believers.132 Van Gogh was already 
inclined to explore the potential of religious symbolism found in the sea, as his letters contain 
numerous religiously-inflected references to the water, boats, and fishermen. There are several 
well-known biblical metaphors describing Christ as a fisherman, most notably in the parable of 
the loaves and fishes where he miraculously provides food for a crowd of thousands of people 
from a single fishing net, as well as in the evangelical entreaty “follow me, and I will make you 
———————————— 
129 Cousin, Le Miracle et le Quotidien, 86 and 122. 
130 Cousin, Le Miracle et le Quotidien, 156. 
131 Cousin, Le Miracle et le Quotidien, 179. This type of depiction was not unique to the ex-votos, but 
rather pre-dated them entirely, as it was already the standard iconography for the two saints by the 
fourteenth century.  
132 Silverman, “Framing Art and Sacred Realism,” 60. 
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fishers of men.”133 Van Gogh frequently invoked the prayer “protect us, O Lord, for our barks 
are so small and Thy sea is so great,” including this text in several of his letters;134 this plea could 
be used as a caption for his paintings and drawings of the fishermen at sea, turning them into 
poignant allegories. One of the most frequently referenced artworks in Van Gogh’s letters is 
Delacroix’s painting of Christ during the tempest, yet another example of Van Gogh’s propensity 
to link the turbulence and danger of the sea with Christ’s suffering, and thus also with the 
suffering of all Christians in the turbulence of their lives.135 Van Gogh’s habit, which was in 
keeping with his Dutch Protestant roots, of likening Christian piety and devotion to hard work 
likewise makes the simple fishermen of Saintes-Maries, struggling to scrape by, the perfect 
vessels for his religious metaphor.136  
 In the context of Saintes-Maries, where a wooden boat was the iconographic vessel for 
the saints on whom the cult itself rested, Van Gogh’s depiction of empty boats on the beach 
allows for a variety of symbolic implications, resulting in several layers of meaning. The boats 
most obviously and directly symbolize the hardworking fishermen of the town, representing an 
inanimate portrait of their owners in the guise of landscape. With the label “friendship” and the 
decorative color Van Gogh applied to their exteriors, the boats come to symbolize a yearned-for 
group of artists who could work independently but in concert in the South, like the Saintes-
Maries fishermen who can be seen, in the painting, doing the same out on the sea. As this artistic 
———————————— 
133 John 6:1–14 and Matthew 4:19 (AKJV), respectively.  
134 Vincent to Theo, 7 or 8 October 1876, Letter 093; 3 November 1876, Letter 096; and 12 June 1977, 
Letter 120, all in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
135 Vincent to Bernard, 26 June 1888, Letter 632, and Vincent to Theo, 28 June 1888, Letter 634; 8 
September 1888, Letter 676; 3 September 1888, Letter 673; all in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The 
Letters. 
136 For a discussion of Van Gogh’s religious associations between labor and religion, see Tsukasa Kōdera, 
Vincent Van Gogh: Christianity Versus Nature (Amsterdam: J. Benjamins Pub. Co, 1990), 67–71, and 
Silverman, Van Gogh and Gauguin, 79–81.  
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labor is likened to the productive manual labor of fishing, it is likewise linked to the sanctity of 
hard work more generally, a sanctity that is visually reinforced by the boat’s association with the 
Camarguais saints. 
 Christian iconography is by definition symbolic, and the gardiens and course libre were 
purposefully utilized in the nineteenth century as political and cultural symbols, so it should not 
be surprising that Van Gogh incorporated visual elements related to each of these into his work 
in symbolic ways. Although the artist had previously shunned abstraction and working from the 
imagination, preferring to maintain a more direct, mimetic relationship with his chosen motifs, in 
the last year of his life he would infuse his work with greater degrees of symbolism and 
expression, in terms of both color and style, while always prioritizing observing and representing 
the motif directly. This method of finding symbolic elements within an observed landscape motif 
formed the backbone of his practice in Saintes-Maries.  
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Chapter 4. Memory and Representation 
 Because Van Gogh made work depicting Saintes-Maries while he was in in the town and 
then repeated the same motifs directly after returning home to his Arles studio, as well as later in 
three groups of drawings made for his friends and brother, it is possible to compare different 
depictions of the same or similar motifs to one another. Assessing how he represented Saintes-
Maries while on site experiencing this unique place firsthand, versus later through the filter of 
memory, time, and distance, reveals how these representations are constructed. The images he 
made at different points in time differ in purpose and function, as they were made in different 
contexts and were aimed at different audiences, and the result is that the way Van Gogh 
represents Saintes-Maries changed from the earliest works to the later groups of drawings. 
 I will argue that the drawings and paintings made after Van Gogh had left Saintes-Maries 
contain fewer elements of specificity and represent a further withdrawal from the unique aspects 
of the town’s culture. However, there is evidence that even Van Gogh’s earliest representations 
of the town made on site suppress certain hallmarks of the Camargue and instead create a more 
universally Provençal image. For example, Van Gogh could have included some signs of one of 
the two main industries, bull ranching or fishing, in his overall views of the town [see figs. 6 and 
7]. There are contemporary examples of other artists who did so in illustrating similar scenes; see 
for example a nineteenth-century etching of virtually the same view [see fig. 37]. This book 
illustration shows the same church profile with houses and buildings of the town, but it includes 
the water and beach, fishing boats, and the embankment of the seawall in the foreground, details 
that are highly specific to Saintes-Maries. Van Gogh’s two versions, on the other hand, which 
similarly depict the town and some of the seaside land that surrounded it, instead include a field 
of lavender. This cultivated landscape feature was simultaneously specific and general, as 
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lavender is strongly associated with Provence but has little to do with Saintes-Maries’s actual 
agricultural community. It is unknown if there was an expansive lavender field anywhere on the 
outskirts of Saintes-Maries, but given the difficulty of growing crops of any kind in the 
Camargue, it seems unlikely, especially so close to the ocean. For, unless Van Gogh assembled a 
composite view, this field would have been situated on the relatively slim strip of land between 
the church and the coastal beach, while the water seen at the left horizon is a view of an etang, 
inlet, or part of the river that extends inland beyond the church’s west end.  
 Van Gogh’s omission of the bulls, gardiens, and fishermen from his townscapes of 
Saintes-Maries also constitutes a rejected opportunity to tie either of these forms of labor 
symbolically to the spiritual world. Chapter 3 discussed the religious symbolism of fishing and 
the sea. Beyond the roguish appeal of the independent Camarguais cowboy, the ranching 
industry bore an additional layer of symbolic meaning important to the identity of the Provençal 
people: the bull as religious symbol. The French bull games were, in the popular mind, thought 
to have descended directly from rites, rituals, and customs that went back to the time of 
paganism and even pre-history.137 Seen in cave drawings and reliefs of Roman sacrifices, “the 
bull, as totemic animal of the Camargue, held symbolic associations from the late Paleolithic to 
late antiquity, when it was regarded as divine.”138 While this association may seem like one that 
would have declined under Christianity, the ox is the symbol of the evangelist Saint Luke, and 
the four evangelist symbols are among the most powerful and ubiquitous visual elements of 
Catholic iconography. Arles’s famed Saint-Trophime portal, one of the town’s most important 
———————————— 
137 Dix, The Camargue, 41. Similarly, Frederic Mistral made the claim that the arena in Arles was 
originally built for the purpose of holding bull games in antiquity, an unsupported (and probably merely 
poetic) assertion but one that illustrates how important evidence of Arles’s past imperial splendor was to 
its present-day character, and how important legitimizing the historicity of the games was. Mistral, “The 
Complaint of the Bulls of the Camargue,” 209.  
138 Zaretsky, Cock and Bull Stories, 7. 
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pieces of Romanesque art, which Van Gogh had told his brother he found both beautiful and 
terrifying,139 depicts these evangelist symbols flanking the figure of Christ in its large central 
tympanum, and the winged bull is carved in extremely life-like and naturalistic detail [fig. 42]. 
The accuracy of the depiction of the bull of Luke compared to that of the lion of Mark opposite 
is surely a reflection of how familiar the ubiquitous Camargue bull would have been to any artist 
of the area. The symbolic link between the biblical figure of St. Luke and the bull, so 
prominently and skillfully displayed on the exterior of Arles’s grandest medieval church, was 
vivid in the minds of the Provençal faithful. 
 Van Gogh himself frequently invoked this particular symbol in his writing, often layering 
the symbolism by linking the hard toil of the ox and the creative literary spirit of the evangelist 
Luke to further link field laborers and the work of visual artists. In three out of the four letters 
written to Bernard in June 1888, Van Gogh discussed this metaphor. On June 19, only two weeks 
after his visit to Saintes-Maries and while he was actively making plans to return, he wrote “The 
symbol of Saint Luke, the patron of painters, is, as you know, an ox; we must therefore be as 
patient as an ox if we wish to labour in the artistic field. But bulls are pretty glad not having to 
work in the filthy business of painting.”140 A week later, he wrote the following to Bernard, after 
a discussion of Christian literature extolling the gospel of Luke in particular:  
Do they [his previous comments on the gospels] have connections with painting? 
The patron of painters – St Luke – physician, painter, evangelist – having for his 
symbol – alas – nothing but the ox – is there to give us hope. Nevertheless – our 
own real life – is humble indeed – our life as painters. Stagnating under the 
stupefying yoke of the difficulties of a craft almost impossible to practice on this 
so hostile planet.141 
 
The very next day, he wrote Bernard again saying: 
———————————— 
139 Vincent to Theo, 21 or 22 March 1888, Letter 588, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
140 Vincent to Bernard, 19 June 1888, Letter 628, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
141 Vincent to Bernard, 26 June 1888, Letter 632, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
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Now I say it again – this Christ is more of an artist than the artists – he works 
in living spirit and flesh, he makes men instead of statues, so..... as a painter I 
feel good being an ox.... and I admire the bull, the eagle, the man, with a 
veneration – which – will prevent my being a man of ambition. [ellipses in 
original]142 
 
The juxtaposition of very real but also symbolically charged herds of bulls with an important 
Christian community in Saintes-Maries could have been an ideal opportunity to combine the two 
visually. Perhaps both were on his mind while he was in Saintes-Maries, or perhaps the 
experience is what provoked his outpouring of impassioned thoughts on the ox as a religious 
symbol shortly after the trip.  
 Nonetheless, Van Gogh did not depict the bulls of the Camargue directly at any point, 
choosing instead to include a lush field in his townscapes, offering a view of Saintes-Maries that 
contained generic elements of southern France but suppressed what might have made the 
painting truly specific to the community of Saintes-Maries. The townscapes prominently depict 
the church, a highly recognizable architectural feature and potent symbol of the history as well as 
current social makeup of the town, but while these are perhaps the most specific images of 
Saintes-Maries, they could have been even more specific. Moreover, we might consider what 
motifs Van Gogh chose to repeat once he returned to Arles. While in Saintes-Maries, he depicted 
three broad subjects: the overviews of the town with the church prominently in view, the 
fishermen and their boats on the beach or in the sea, and cottages primarily in the local style of 
the cabanes of the gardiens. Once he returned to Arles, he never made another painting or 
drawing of the town as a whole or of the church; this most specific of motifs he left behind 
entirely in Saintes-Maries. On the other hand, within days of returning home he made brightly 
———————————— 
142 Van Gogh seems to have been particularly focused on Luke’s symbol, since he listed it twice, once as 
the ox and then again as the bull. To correctly complete the set of four, he should have included the lion 
(symbol of Mark) alongside the eagle (symbol of John) and the “man,” or angel (symbol of Matthew). 
Vincent to Bernard, 27 June 1888, Letter 633, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
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colored painted versions of two of the cabane drawings, and then subsequently only revisited the 
subject in a single drawing. The majority of the work made after the completion of his trip, in 
particular those made weeks later, were drawings of the fishing boats at sea, which Van Gogh 
repeated a total of five times.  
 In the context of Saintes-Maries, as I have discussed, the boat motif evoked the labor and 
community of the local fishermen and conveyed symbolic meaning, including possible religious 
associations. Those symbolisms and meanings are not absent from the later drawings, but 
divorced from the immediacy of the location, are perhaps less universally accessed and 
understood. Moreover, these drawings were not intended to stand alone but joined other 
drawings, of Arles, to form a group, shifting their meaning somewhat. These drawings are still 
legible to an audience without knowledge of Saintes-Maries, but not primarily as pictures of 
labor; the labor may be present and even discernible, but it is not emphasized in a realistic 
fashion nor even in an aestheticized, romantic way, due to the lack of detail in the figures and the 
boats. In the paintings, the boats and men are juxtaposed with the bright colors of the water and 
sky, contrasting with the natural landscape elements, but in the drawings, devoid of the contrast 
that color provides, they blend into the background. The labor, indeed the presence of the 
fisherman in its entirety, is elided with the natural features of the landscape.  
 These paintings and drawings, in style, color, and overall composition, relate most 
closely to Impressionist paintings depicting suburban leisure around Paris [fig. 43]. Van Gogh, 
having worked in Paris himself for several years, was aware of this trend, and indeed his color 
palette and broken brushstrokes represent an appropriation of those techniques into his own 
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practice.143 Leisure was always an important component of the content of Impressionist painting, 
from the urban upper and lower class leisure of cafes and theater, to the suburban boating and 
bathing landscapes that came later, to the tourist pictures of Monet, Renoir, and even later of 
Cezanne, Matisse, and others.144 Van Gogh had himself experimented with this type of painting 
when he lived in Paris, traveling to the nearby suburb of Asnières to paint the Seine, often 
including boats and boaters, many of whom were fellow visiting Parisians escaping from the city 
for the day [fig. 44]. The way Van Gogh painted the sunny, bright-blue seascapes and charming, 
multi-colored boats in Saintes-Maries visually conflates the scenes of laboring fishermen with 
paintings of nineteenth-century seaside leisure and tourism.  
 Furthermore, this conflation is not the conflation of two co-existing realities in Saintes-
Maries, but rather the conflation of the fisherfolk’s reality with an imagined, or at least not yet 
realized, scene of modern leisure. Saintes-Maries today has been overrun by tourists and almost 
completely transformed by pleasure-seeking visitors, but in the 1880s, it was not a major tourist 
destination and the majority of visitors were instead related to the Romani and Catholic 
pilgrimages.145 The Baedeker guide from 1902 devoted barely a paragraph to Saintes-Maries, 
mentioning the existence by that time of a local rail connection offering return tickets on 
Sundays and Thursdays “during bathing season,” as well as a few lines about the importance of 
———————————— 
143 John House, “Towards the Modern Landscape,” in Vincent van Gogh and the Painters of the Petit 
Boulevard, 164, notes that while the Impressionists had started out painting mostly urban imagery, and in 
the 1870s had moved to suburban areas in order to show the juxtaposition of contemporary technological 
and social elements with the open countryside, by the 1880s they were primarily exploring weather and 
light effects in scenes of country leisure. The latter would have been most current and commercially 
viable when Van Gogh lived in Paris.  
144 Robert L. Herbert, Impressionism: Art, Leisure, and Parisian Society (Yale University Press, 1991), 
Chapter 7. 
145 Dix, The Camargue, 29 and 107–8, describes Saintes-Maries by the end of the twentieth century as “a 
tourist town almost on the scale of the Côte d’Azur,” and notes that there are very few of the original 
gardien huts left but that ersatz huts constructed out of new materials can be rented as tourist cottages. 
However, that scale of development seemed so unlikely in 1892 that one visitor said of the Camargue 
“and yet the country is not tourist-ridden, perhaps never will be.” Pennell, Play in Provence, 36. 
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the church and the pilgrimages; the 1889 guide did not include the Camargue at all in its 
coverage of travel through Provence from Arles to Marseille.146 Van Gogh referred to the 
bathing season in a letter he sent Theo from Saintes-Maries, but he noted that it would take place 
“next month” and said the “number of bathers varies from 20 to 50,” hardly a large influx.147 
Although aware of the potential existence of a small number of tourists in Saintes-Maries, Van 
Gogh did not even witness them firsthand.  
 Nonetheless, the cheerful “marines,” as Van Gogh referred to them, are rendered in a 
palette and at a distance that make them resemble Impressionist leisure landscapes, a genre 
known to be commercially viable.148 Van Gogh chose almost exclusively to revisit these 
“marines” rather than any of the other Saintes-Maries motifs when he made drawings in June, 
July, and August. Five of the six drawings made from the paintings to send to Bernard, Theo, 
and Russell depict the fishing boats at sea, reinforcing Van Gogh’s desire to depict Saintes-
Maries in a particular way, at least in those groups of drawings: as a picturesque, seaside town 
with natural beauty that could be exploited for entertainment purposes. As discussed at length in 
Chapter 3, there was plenty of entertainment and spectacle to be found in the arena in Saintes-
Maries, but with these seascapes, Van Gogh chose instead to suggest a more universally-
understood leisure activity, one that was also familiar to the Parisian upper classes with whom he 
and his brother were acquainted, and whom he saw as a market for his artwork.  
 If the repetition of the “marines” can be seen as a shift toward more universal, 
commercially viable subject matter, what does this shift say about the subject of religion, one 
———————————— 
146 Karl Baedeker, Southeastern France: From the Loire to the Riviera and the Italian Frontier Including 
Corsica: Handbook for Travellers (London: Karl Baedeker, Publisher, 1895), 204, accessed February 5, 
2020, https://archive.org/details/02288761.5268.emory.edu/page/n273, and Baedeker, Southern France 
(1902), 442. 
147 Vincent to Theo, 3 or 4 June 1888, Letter 619, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
148 Homburg, “Van Gogh’s Avant-Garde Strategies,” 21. 
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that was well-represented in the works Van Gogh made while in the Camargue? Prior to the trip 
to Saintes-Maries, Van Gogh had largely ignored the substantial Catholic structures of Arles, 
relegating them at most to incidental elements in the background when he sought to represent the 
town visually.149 He might have been expected to do the same in Saintes-Maries, but instead his 
two views of the town [see figs. 6 and 7] emphasize the substantial Romanesque church, placing 
it centrally and at the pinnacle of the composition. Also, in most of the drawings made while in 
Saintes-Maries Van Gogh included the crosses that were mounted on the roofs of the cabanes, a 
common domestic feature for the pious Camarguais [see figs. 8, 9, and 12].150 Additionally, one 
of the more finished drawings made in situ, and also one of the more incisive in terms of its 
subject matter, is the drawing of the cemetery [see fig. 13], which features an emphatically 
religious burial ground. Seen at a distance but located right at the center of the composition, the 
nature of the site is underscored by the title of the drawing written inside a cartouche at the upper 
left, and its grave markers are visible only as a cluster of tiny but distinct cross shapes. These 
choices could be seen as incidental or observational, but they are important elements in how Van 
Gogh constructed the image of Saintes-Maries within his oeuvre. Half of the twelve works the 
artist made while in Saintes-Maries contain overt depictions of religiosity, meaning that, whether 
intended or not, Van Gogh’s work framed the identity of this place as one steeped in Christianity. 
The mystical and ancient Catholicism practiced by the people of Saintes-Maries may have been 
unfamiliar to Van Gogh, but he could and did relate to the general contours of their Christian 
———————————— 
149 Many works depict the skyline of Arles in the background and show church spires as small elements of 
equal importance to the rest of the town’s buildings (see F 465, F 545, F 1452, F 1473, among others). 
The only real exceptions are a few drawings he made of the ruins of Montmajour, although those were 
part of a group of Montmajour drawings which primarily showed landscape views away from the abbey 
and toward the fields. 
150 Heugten and Vellekoop, Vincent Van Gogh Drawings: Volume 4, 121. 
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piety. His inclusion of the simple cross, the most basic Christian pictorial symbol, in many 
depictions of the town reflects that intersection of the foreign and the familiar.  
 Religion may have been strongly visible while Van Gogh was in Saintes-Maries, but in 
contrast, there is a comparable absence of concrete religious imagery in the body of work 
depicting the town that was made later in Arles. When relying on his memory and assessing 
which works were important or compelling enough to reproduce, Van Gogh did not retain the 
church and the cross as dominant motifs. Only one painting, of the “harsh” cabane drawing [see 
fig. 21], contains a cross, and moreover, with the application of extremely bright color, the dark 
gray cross recedes into the sky, overshadowed by the brilliant blue expanse and offering none of 
the eye-catching contrast against it that the white hut front, bright red door, and blazing orange 
foreground do. The other paintings, not to mention every drawing created to send to his friends 
in northern France, contain no trace of the religious specificity of Saintes-Maries. This tendency 
also extends to the quick sketches that Van Gogh sent to Bernard [see figs. 23 and 24], which are 
small schematic versions of three of the Saintes-Maries paintings [see figs. 16, 19, and 22], and 
which do not include any religious imagery in either their painted or sketched form. 
 Aside from the issue of religious imagery, it is instructional to consider the motif of the 
cabane more broadly, and to examine how the depiction of these cottages shifts from the 
spontaneous, experimental drawings he made on site to the more refined paintings and drawing 
that he composed in the studio in Arles. Van Gogh represented these cottages often, but his 
treatment of them varies, specifically in terms of how closely they resemble the quintessential 
gardien quarters as opposed to a more generic rustic thatched-roof hut. The huts in the drawings 
Van Gogh called “durs” and “soigné” [see figs. 8 and 9] are the most paradigmatic: although 
clustered in a group, they seem to be at the edge of the marsh as the gardien’s hut would be, and 
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they have the sloping, reinforced roofs and cross ornaments that typify the form. Those in other 
works stray from the model in one or more ways: the row of houses along the field in the 
painting and drawing of the townscape are missing crosses and seem a little large, but otherwise 
have the right roof shape and reinforcement, and another drawing [see fig. 11] seems to depict 
the same row of houses in the same way. The hut in Landscape with Hut in the Camargue [see 
fig. 14] is a nearly quintessential gardien hut—alone in the middle of a field, with a low sloping 
roof—although it is missing a cross and has a straight diagonal spire in its place, while Cottages 
in Saintes-Maries and View of Saintes-Maries with Cemetery [see figs. 12 and 13] both include a 
group of huts which each display some characteristics of the typical gardien hut.  
 The tendency to genericize the form of the hut is the most pronounced in the most-
frequently revisited cottage motif, Street in Saintes-Maries, which Van Gogh used in four 
different versions [see figs. 10, 22, 23, and 26]. While these works feature cottages of the same 
regional type, they omit the rooftop cross and they are crowded back to back on a straight lane 
almost as if it were a city street. The painting, for example, is densely filled with cottages and 
rough-looking brambles, both of which form impenetrable masses of color; while open, empty 
space was the primary landscape feature associated with the cabanes and their residents, there is 
absolutely none of that in this painting. Even the view to the sea offers no sense of 
expansiveness, but rather is represented by a minuscule triangle of aquatic blue squeezed 
between the rooftops of two cottages in the distance. When Van Gogh made the final groups of 
drawings depicting Saintes-Maries in July and August, he chose to repeat only the two fishing 
motifs (several times each) and this street view [see fig. 26]. Although he was a direct witness to 
the unusual tradition of the gardiens and their unique living quarters, Van Gogh nonetheless 
chose this view to repeat not only in a painting but in a drawing that became part of a group that 
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he used to illustrate for Emile Bernard, among other things, what life was like in Provence. 
While the group of drawings sent to his friends as a whole are quite varied, this particular narrow 
selection indicates a tendency not to choose what was the most accurate representation of 
Saintes-Maries, but what was appealing for other reasons.  
 The progression of the street motif from observed reed-pen sketch, to vibrant painting, to 
refined final drawing illustrates how Van Gogh’s experimentation with mimetic and exaggerated 
color intersected with his explorations of symbolism, representation, and memory. The way Van 
Gogh included the water in each version is extremely revealing. Firstly, it is notable that he 
included it at all; certainly the water provided an opportunity to add additional color and interest 
to the composition, but more than that it also added an element of topographical specificity. 
Also, as Van Gogh translated the motif back and forth between pen and paint, he adjusted the 
way he represented the water. The painting [see fig. 22] shows a tiny peek of the sea, indicated 
by a compact wedge of bright blue on the horizon, located at the center of the painting, at a focal 
point between two buildings at the end of the street. The color blue has powerful symbolic 
connotations that are both visual and linguistic. Blue signifies the ocean, which can poetically be 
referred to simply as “the blue,” and pictorially it is used to denote water, despite the fact that 
water only rarely looks blue even when viewed at a distance, and almost never when viewed 
close up. The association is strong enough that the schematic triangle of blue in this painting is 
sufficient for a viewer to be able to decode its meaning. This abbreviated form successfully 
communicates that there is a view of the water in the distance in large part due to the symbolic 
resonance of its color. Van Gogh used other colors to form and secure the meaning of this 
fragment of blue sea, making the sky golden in order to differentiate the blue of the triangle of 
sea abutting it. Three Cottages in Saintes-Maries [see fig. 21] uses a similarly petite sliver of 
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blue paint to indicate the presence of the sea at the center horizon line; here, while the sea and 
the sky are nearly adjacent, Van Gogh inserted a tiny band of green in between them in order to 
distinguish the cerulean blue of one element from the other.  
 In these paintings Van Gogh relied upon bright color with a symbolic connotation to 
construct a visual element whose legibility is tenuous, but present. However, the manner in 
which he used color elsewhere in the composition threatens to undermine that legibility. Starting 
in Paris and continuing in Arles, Van Gogh had been using increasingly bright color, believing 
that color was the way to make his work unique, modern, and aesthetically compelling. This 
culminated in his visit to Saintes-Maries; his letters from and following the trip mention color 
constantly, saying at one point “the effects colors produce through their harmonies or discords 
should be boldly exaggerated.”151 The two cottage paintings epitomize this statement, as he used 
extremely bright color, both naturalistically and non-naturalistically; bright blues in the sky, 
greens in trees and grasses, and red flowers are all an amplified version of the natural world, but 
the orange of the earth, the yellow sky, and the blues, greens, reds, and oranges in the 
whitewashed cottages are surely exaggeration tipping into full-blown invention. His goal was not 
to record the colors as he had seen them, but to use complementary colors to create a jarring, 
powerful visual effect, and indeed he included all three pairings of complementary colors in both 
paintings.152 This use of color is a breakthrough in Van Gogh’s creative development, allowing 
him to combine invention with the observed motif. However, the proliferation of patches of 
bright non-naturalistic colors used throughout the two cottage paintings threaten to overwhelm 
and even erase the legibility of the brilliant bits of blue ocean, which could be read as whimsical, 
———————————— 
151 Vincent to Theo, circa Tuesday 5 June 1888, Letter 620, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. 
See also Letter 619 and 622. 
152 Pickvance, Van Gogh (Martigny), 301. 
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imaginary color rather than as a symbolic color meant to represent and communicate a real 
feature of the landscape.  
 Returning to Street in Saintes-Maries and considering the original reed-pen drawing [see 
fig. 10], here Van Gogh was not able to rely on color to convey the coastal setting. The end of 
the street and the view to the sea are constructed in broadly similar outlines to the painting; of 
course, without color, the sea is indicated simply by a triangle that is solidly inked in the same 
color and tone as the rest of the drawing. Having seen the painting, we know this is the sea, but 
would any viewer who saw only the drawing understand that? If the answer is that they most 
likely would not, then why did Van Gogh include it at all? I propose that the audience for this 
drawing, or at least this aspect of this drawing, was not a general viewer, but was Van Gogh 
himself. Van Gogh’s memory is a crucial element that explains the purpose of this compositional 
detail; the annotation was a mnemonic device to remind him that the sea was visible there. His 
memory, at least before the paintings were made, was also a crucial element in decoding that 
section of drawing, because only a person who had seen the original motif would be sure to 
understand the meaning of it.  
 Street in Saintes-Maries exists in several renditions: the preliminary drawing made in situ 
[see fig. 10], the painting with wild and imaginative colors made in the studio after the drawing 
[see fig. 22], and yet another drawing made after the painting [see fig. 26]—the first time Van 
Gogh had followed this particular series of steps. How he handled the representation of the 
glimpse of sea in the re-imagined drawing is as interesting as the first translation. This final 
drawing of Street in Saintes-Maries was made several weeks after the painting and original 
drawing, and was made for Emile Bernard.153 As the third version of the composition, this 
———————————— 
153 Hulsker, The New Complete Van Gogh, 336. 
   71.
drawing is more refined and consolidated compared to the earlier versions, with several different 
types of brushstrokes (stippling dots, organic waves, short straight lines) systematized and 
confined to carefully defined areas of the composition.154 The view of the water is still a triangle 
of ink at the end of the street between two rooftops, but it is lightly articulated with horizontal 
pen-strokes, which imitate the wavy surface of the sea, and a tiny sailboat was added at the 
center [see fig. 26, detail]. These are minuscule adjustments, barely noticeable, but they are clear 
enough for an observant viewer to identify. This drawing was intended for Bernard and no longer 
simply a record for Van Gogh himself; the legibility of the drawing could not rely on Van 
Gogh’s memory. The transformation of this motif from drawing to painting to drawing again 
shows in visual terms the artist’s parsing of the difference between how to document an observed 
image for oneself versus how to communicate visual information to another person. Color, 
memory, and form all participate in visual communication, and the shift in the representation of 
the sea view in these works demonstrates this. 
 Van Gogh utilized the symbolic value of blue to indicate the presence of water and 
establish specificity of location in another painting with a connection to Saintes-Maries [fig. 45]. 
This painting, while made well after Van Gogh had returned to Arles, is possibly the only work 
the artist made depicting the Romani people, whose pilgrimage to Saintes-Maries was one of the 
town’s most noteworthy events, and who were also a strong presence in the South of France 
more generally. Religious life in Saintes-Maries had a strong local character, but the cult of the 
Saint Marys also attracted a large number of Catholic pilgrims to the town every year, especially 
for the annual saints-day celebrations, and it attracted an even more notable number of Romani 
pilgrims for these events. While the pilgrimage of the Romani to Saintes-Maries had much in 
———————————— 
154 Ives, Stein, Heugten, and Vellekoop, The Drawings, 174. 
   72.
common with that of the French Catholics, differences in their beliefs and traditions complicated 
the religious identity in the town, which by the 1850s could no longer be seen as a 
straightforward Catholic phenomenon. Even on the most basic level of the religious celebration 
itself there were significant differences: the Catholics venerate the Saint Marys, while Sara, the 
patron saint of the Romanis is not recognized as a saint by the Catholic church, although a 
procession was added to the celebration for her by the church in 1935.155 Eric Wiley describes 
the May festival in Saintes-Maries in the twenty-first century as “manifestly intercultural, as it 
presents and performs the regional culture right alongside that of the Romani pilgrims.”156 But in 
the nineteenth century the presence of the pan-European Romani, a distinct ethnic and cultural 
group that asserted a right to live according to their own customs and reject assimilation, 
complicated and even threatened both the Third Republic’s idea of French nationalism and the 
opposing goal of the champions of the Provençal Renaissance to preserve regional ethnic 
identity. 
 In nineteenth-century France, Romanis, artists, and urban itinerants of all types were 
conflated into a single construction of outsider identity that was both romanticized and feared. 
This construction was enforced in part by the shifting, inaccurate terminology used to refer to the 
Romani; they were still called “bohemians,” as they were once thought to have come from 
Bohemia, and also as “gitanes” or “gypsies” after their supposed Egyptian origin, even though 
studies had shown by that point that their language actually derived from Sanskrit and they came 
from the Indian subcontinent.157 Despite perpetuating the error rooted in their etymology, the 
———————————— 
155 Wiley, “Romani Performance and Heritage Tourism,” 136 and 150. According to Dix, The Camargue, 
93, this change occurred when the Romani pilgrims outnumbered the Catholic pilgrims.  
156 Wiley, “Romani Performance and Heritage Tourism,” 137. 
157 Marilyn R. Brown, Gypsies and Other Bohemians: The Myth of the Artist in Nineteenth-Century 
France (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1985), 21. 
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misnomers of gitane, gypsy, and bohemian continued to be used to refer to the Romani, but these 
imprecise terms were also used more generally to describe a variety of outsiders. As repeated 
rejection of avant-garde artists from official institutions like the Salon fueled a desire for outsider 
status, “artists and other supposed cultural vagabonds… chose to lead a creative life outside the 
mainstream of bourgeois society, in order to assume an apparent freedom in a precarious, 
marginal life-style,” and the mysterious, hazily defined “gypsy” represented the perfect outsider 
with whom to align.158 In reality the actual Romani were widely mistrusted and denigrated 
because of their itinerant lifestyles and rejection of typical European standards of consumerism; 
for example, their reputation as child-abductors was commonly cited in nineteenth-century 
newspapers.159 Nonetheless, idealized paintings of “gypsies” were common among both 
academic and avant-garde painters in the 1830s through 1880s, a convention that “formulated a 
myth which has less to say about ‘real bohemians’ than it does about artists and their imagined 
conception of themselves and their art in relation to the established social order.”160  
 Van Gogh might have felt that his lifestyle as a bohemian artist and an itinerant foreigner 
had much in common with that of the Romani,161 but as a member of the bourgeoisie and an 
artist connected to Paris’s creative elite, he would likely have only contemplated that 
commonality through the existing shallow discourse of the stereotypes discussed above. He was 
certainly aware of the Romani, who were prevalent in southern France, including in Arles, but it 
is unknown what he knew of their specific connection to Saintes-Maries. He made no mention in 
any of his letters of this particular population, although he did make one painting that depicts 
———————————— 
158 Brown, Gypsies and Other Bohemians, 2–3. 
159 Wiley, “Romani Performance and Heritage Tourism,” 156. 
160 Brown, Gypsies and Other Bohemians, 38. 
161 “The artist transplanted from country to city could identify with the gypsy’s geographic wandering 
within the context of his own uprootedness.” Brown, Gypsies and Other Bohemians, 6. 
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their caravans [fig. 45], identifying it as “a little study of a halting-place of fairground people, 
red and green caravans” when describing some new studies to Theo in August.162 Pickvance 
proposed that Van Gogh’s sudden desire to visit Saintes-Maries was precipitated by the flurry of 
activity, discernible even in Arles, related to the annual pilgrimage of the Saints. If Van Gogh 
noticed the activity among the French Catholics he surely would have also witnessed the influx 
of Romani visitors stopping in Arles on their way to the coast, as their practice of camping in the 
open made their presence highly visible [figs. 46 and 47]. To whatever extent this caught his 
attention, however, there is no evidence that he felt or articulated any particular kinship with the 
Romani. Van Gogh often drew parallels between his financial struggles or his toil at his easel 
and the working communities in The Hague or in Arles, and he seemed to consider himself more 
of an industrious, humble member of the working class than a bohemian outsider. Although he 
lived a solitary, artistic life, his aspirations were for a bourgeois life of marriage, stable finances, 
and success through his art.  
 While the Romani were strongly identified with Saintes-Maries, it is true that Van Gogh 
simply was not there during the period of their pilgrimage. However, there were Romani 
pilgrims in and around Saintes-Maries the majority of the year, and in particular they tended to 
arrive in the area early and stay long after the specific dates of the ceremonies themselves.163 
Moreover, even though the caravan painting seems firmly dated later in the summer, Van Gogh 
may have materialized some of his memories of Saintes-Maries in painting it. The details of the 
vehicles, figures, and animals are too specific to have been done entirely from memory, so Van 
Gogh surely used a group of Romani or other “fairground people” as models, and he would have 
———————————— 
162 Vincent to Theo, 12 August 1888, Letter 659, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters.  
163 Brown, Gypsies and Other Bohemians, 96. 
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been able to find groups of this kind in abundance in and around Arles.164 A close look at the 
background of this painting reveals a narrow but prominent blue line running along the entire 
horizon; the distant background of this painting appears to be the sea. This water could be the 
river or a canal, but it more closely resembles an open body of water seen at a distance and 
suggests that Van Gogh recast the setting of this painting in the marshy plains of the Camargue 
outside of Saintes-Maries. 
 The last example of Saintes-Maries-related work that Van Gogh made were his portraits 
of Patience Escalier, two paintings and two corresponding drawings made in August of 1888 
[fig. 48]. These portraits are usually subtitled The Peasant, which derives from how Van Gogh 
referred to the artworks in his letters.165 However, Patience Escalier was a retired gardien; before 
mentioning the portraits, Van Gogh told his brother about this acquaintance of his, saying that 
“Mr. Patience Escalier [is] a sort of man with a hoe, an old Camargue oxherd, who’s now a 
gardener at a farmstead in the Crau.”166 The literary depictions of the heroic figure of the gardien 
diverge substantially from the connotations associated with the term “peasant.” The reality of 
working on a farm, whether as a gardener, plowman, or rancher probably meant the distinctions 
between these occupations were less significant than were their broad similarities, consisting of 
hard manual labor for a land-owning proprietor. While all types of laborers may be romanticized 
in popular culture, literature, and visual art alike, the idealized view of the humble peasant is 
quite different from the dashing hubris of the quintessential Camargue cowboy. Calling Escalier 
———————————— 
164 Baring-Gould, In Troubadourland, 110–111, describes at length an encounter with a group of camping 
“gipseys;” it is the author’s only description of an interaction with people in Arles, which, alongside 
otherwise straightforward descriptions of its historical and religious monuments, seems to imply that the 
Romani are one of the typical sights of the town. 
165 Vincent to Theo, 19 or 20 August 1888, Letter 664, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters. His 
first mention of the paintings is near the end of the letter where he refers to “the painting of the head of 
the old peasant.” 
166 Vincent to Theo, 18 August 1888, Letter 663, in Jansen, Luijten, and Bakker, The Letters.  
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a “peasant” in the title of the painting alone links him with the former rather than the latter and 
erases any indication of Van Gogh’s interest in artistically exploring the figure of the gardien. 
Escalier’s physical qualities, as portrayed in this painting, likewise align with the identity of a 
peasant: his shoulders are sloped, his hands bent and battered, and his face deeply lined and 
darkened by the sun. Despite the dignity afforded by Escalier’s direct gaze meeting the eyes of 
the viewer, and his icon-like portrayal against a brilliant orange background, which leaves the 
sitter glowing like a jewel in the sun, Van Gogh portrays him as an old, tired, and hard-worked 
man, not a robust, gallant bullfighter. In this portrait Van Gogh offers a view of Provence, but 
one that divulges no details that might be unfamiliar to a wider audience.  
 Whether in a townscape of Saintes-Maries prominently featuring the church’s silhouette 
or in a portrait of one of the Camargue’s former heroic herdsmen, Van Gogh included just 
enough from Saintes-Maries’s landscape and community to infuse his work with the authenticity 
of a specific place and time. However, he avoided most overly unusual or specific details that 
might confuse viewers who were unfamiliar with the area itself. Specific aspects of the 
Camargue—the Romani pilgrimage, the performative popular Catholicism, the small-scale 
fishing, and the unique spectacle of the course libre—are all reflected in Van Gogh’s works. 
However, the specificity is muted, especially in the works that Van Gogh made later in Arles, 
which depict Saintes-Maries but were translated into more universal images that could be easily 
consumed by a wider audience.  
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Conclusion 
 Early in the summer of 1888, Van Gogh traveled to Saintes-Maries, where he 
experienced a burst of creative energy, producing many paintings and drawings, during as well 
as after the trip, which depicted the small Mediterranean town. The unusual nature of the 
location and ecology of Saintes-Maries, as well as its unique religious and cultural history, gave 
the town its own identity that was quite different, often proudly so, from the rest of modernizing 
nineteenth-century France. There Van Gogh found a vibrant Catholic saintly cult brimming with 
local religious fervor, a small fishing community, a popular site for annual gatherings of the 
nomadic Romani people, and the center of the local spectacle of the course libre, an 
entertainment enjoyed throughout the region but which originated in the Camargue and was a 
source of local identity and pride.  
 The body of work Van Gogh created as a result of his experience in Saintes-Maries 
encompasses more than just the handful of days he spent in the town. After making three 
paintings and ten drawings during his travels, the artist reused the motifs represented in those 
works to make additional paintings, and over the course of the summer he repeated some of them 
again to include in groups of drawings for his friends Emile Bernard and John Russell, and for 
his brother Theo. Not only did he continue to depict motifs from Saintes-Maries directly, but he 
also created some new compositions that relate thematically to the performance of culture he had 
witnessed in Saintes-Maries, like the painting of Romani caravans and the portraits of a retired 
Camargue cowherd. Any evaluation of these works is indebted to the impressive scholarship 
conducted in the mid- and late-twentieth century that organized Van Gogh’s letters and works of 
the summer of 1888, determining the chronology in which his oeuvre unfolded. This scholarship 
closely examined the relationship between different bodies of work and their changing styles, but 
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this approach did not view the Saintes-Maries work in isolation, nor did it examine the interplay 
between the works and the context of the town and its people, to consider how this body of work 
operates on its own.  
 This thesis has sought to examine this body of work against the socio-historical 
conditions Van Gogh found in Saintes-Maries. The cottages that appear in a large number of the 
works, especially the drawings made during the trip, represent a particular style of hut used by 
the gardiens and therefore symbolically invoke the presence of that group of people even though 
Van Gogh did not draw or paint them directly in either portraits or in figural groups. Van Gogh 
made similarly metonymic depictions of empty fishing boats sitting on the beach, which likewise 
represent the fishermen of Saintes-Maries while omitting their corporeal form from the artwork. 
By working symbolically, Van Gogh opened up his work to a whole new set of possible 
interpretations. The gardiens and the fishermen were specific social groups, and their specific 
pieces of equipment—their marsh-side huts and their fishing boats, respectively—were what 
inspired Van Gogh and what he adopted as his subject matter, but he excluded enough of the 
specificity of these objects to allow the resulting artwork to be interpreted in a variety of ways. 
Thus, the clustered boats and groups of cottages have been read as symbolic representations of 
the artistic community that Van Gogh hoped he could form by persuading other artists to come 
and take up residency with him in the South of France.  
 While Van Gogh was immersed in the culture and environment of Saintes-Maries during 
his short sojourn, he continued to mine the imagery of the landscape he had observed there long 
after he physically left the place. As he pivoted away from his studies and made work intended 
for an audience that was likely Parisian and unfamiliar with Saintes-Maries, the resulting 
artworks became less strongly connected to unique features of the Camargue. Indeed, even Van 
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Gogh’s depictions of the townscapes made on site already omitted certain features specific to 
Saintes-Maries and included other more universal landscape elements that seem designed to 
appeal to a broader audience. In Saintes-Maries, Van Gogh made vibrantly colored paintings of 
the fishermen out at sea which resemble the seascapes of the Impressionists. This type of work 
was marketable in Paris in the 1880s, and that marketability surely was a factor in why five of 
the six Saintes-Maries drawings that Van Gogh made for his art-world friends and family utilized 
this motif rather than any of the others from his studies.  
 Likewise, Van Gogh’s interest in depicting the Catholic aspects of Saintes-Maries was 
piqued while he was in the town but faded as soon as he left. His artistic choices in Arles, which 
was similarly rich in Catholic monuments, history, and fervor, indicate that he was not attracted 
to this type of subject matter, and that he avoided it even when it formed a significant part of his 
surroundings. But in Saintes-Maries he changed course, featuring the town’s church prominently 
in his townscape studies, making a meticulous drawing of a distant Christian cemetery, and 
including the rooftop crosses of the pious Camargue residents in his drawings of their cottages. 
Once back in Arles, though, he omitted those crosses or else blended them into the background 
of the single painting where they were included, and largely avoided them by selecting secular 
studies to repeat. This tendency culminates in the most secular and perhaps least prototypical 
motif of all, Street in Saintes-Maries. Van Gogh would always remain interested in painting 
motifs from observation, but he continued to explore more expressive ways of depicting 
landscape and portraiture that relied upon the type of selective mimesis he had applied when 
depicting Saintes-Maries.   
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